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TIMELINE	  OF	  WORKS	  BY	  AMRITA	  SHER-­‐GIL	  	  
	  
	  
1924	   Simla	   Woman	  On	  Bed	  With	  A	  
Christian	  Cross	  
1924	  –	  1925	   Simla	   Sketch	  of	  Woman	  On	  Bed	  
With	  A	  Christian	  Cross	  
1930	   Paris	   Self-­‐Portrait	  (7)	  
1930	   Paris	   Self-­‐Portrait	  (8)	  
1930	   Paris	   Self-­‐Portrait	  (9)	  
1932	   Paris	   Self-­‐Portrait	  (5)	  
1932	  	   Paris	   Adam	  and	  Eve	  
1933	   Paris	   Sleep	  
	   	   1933	   Paris	   Professional	  Model	  
1933	   Paris	   Reclining	  Nude	  
1934	   Paris	   Self	  Portrait	  As	  Tahitian	  
1939	   Saraya	   Two	  Girls	  























Active	  primarily	  in	  the	  1920s	  and	  1930s	  in	  both	  Indian	  and	  European	  artistic	  
circles,	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  paved	  the	  way	  for	  women	  artists	  in	  India	  to	  liberate	  themselves	  
from	  societal	  norms	  imposed	  on	  them	  both	  as	  females	  and	  as	  artists.	  She	  was	  a	  
pioneering	  figure	  in	  creating	  a	  visual	  outlet	  for	  women	  to	  speak	  against	  India’s	  
patriarchal	  society.	  Before	  Sher-­‐Gil,	  women	  artists	  in	  India	  occupied	  a	  subservient	  
position	  in	  relation	  to	  their	  male	  counterparts	  despite	  their	  talent,	  training,	  or	  subject	  
matter.	  Today,	  contemporary	  artists	  throughout	  India	  credit	  Sher-­‐Gil	  as	  their	  source	  of	  
inspiration	  as	  they	  use	  their	  art	  to	  speak	  out	  against	  India’s	  social	  plights.1	  	  
While	  most	  scholarship	  on	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  focuses	  on	  her	  relationships	  with	  
India’s	  feminist	  and	  Independence	  movements,	  I	  am	  more	  concerned	  with	  
understanding	  her	  inner	  persona	  and	  character	  as	  well	  as	  the	  factors	  that	  influenced	  
each	  of	  her	  works.	  Sher-­‐Gil	  navigated	  between	  India	  and	  Europe,	  Catholicism	  and	  Sikh,	  
heterosexuality	  and	  homosexuality,	  wife	  and	  mother,	  and	  woman	  and	  artist.2	  	  Based	  on	  
my	  study	  of	  her	  life,	  personal	  diary,	  letters,	  and	  published	  editorials,	  I	  argue	  that	  Sher-­‐
Gil’s	  paintings	  suggest	  an	  attempt	  to	  understand	  her	  multiple	  identities	  rather	  than	  
aligning	  herself	  with	  any	  socio-­‐political	  movement.3	  This	  paper	  also	  aims	  to	  evaluate	  
Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  paintings	  as	  exercises	  in	  defining	  her	  identity	  outside	  of	  fixed	  binaries.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Mitter,	  Partha,	  The	  Triumph	  of	  Modernism:	  India’s	  Artists	  and	  the	  Avant-­‐Garde,	  1922-­‐
1947	  (London,	  England:	  Reaktion	  Books,	  2007),	  45.	  
2	  Bethlenfalvy,	  Géza.	  “Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil:	  A	  Painter	  of	  Two	  Continents,”	  Hungarian	  
Quarterly	  52,	  no.	  201	  (Spring	  2011):	  94.	  
3	  Note:	  The	  one	  exception	  to	  this	  statement	  is	  the	  relation	  to	  the	  Indian	  Independence	  
Movement	  that	  reveals	  itself	  in	  Woman	  On	  Charpai.	  This	  is	  elucidated	  in	  the	  epilogue.	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During	  her	  short	  28	  years,	  Sher-­‐Gil	  created	  a	  variety	  of	  paintings	  in	  an	  attempt	  to	  
negotiate	  and	  reconcile	  the	  converging	  facets	  of	  her	  identity.	  Navigating	  divergent	  
cultures,	  ethnicities,	  linguistic	  and	  gendered	  experiences,	  Sher-­‐Gil	  used	  her	  art	  to	  
mediate	  and	  understand	  these	  decidedly	  different	  dimensions	  of	  her	  identity.	  	  
	  
	  
Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  experiences	  are	  distinctively	  transnational.	  Born	  with	  an	  Indo-­‐
European	  background	  to	  a	  Punjabi	  Sikh	  father	  and	  a	  Hungarian	  mother,	  Amrita	  and	  her	  
younger	  sister,	  Indira,	  spent	  most	  of	  their	  childhood	  traversing	  various	  parts	  of	  India	  
and	  Europe.	  Amrita’s	  father,	  Umrao	  Singh	  Sher-­‐Gil	  Majithia,	  and	  her	  mother,	  Marie	  
Antoinette	  Gottesmann,	  were	  esteemed	  aristocrats	  who	  moved	  in	  elite	  circles	  
throughout	  the	  Eurasian	  continent.	  Her	  mother	  was	  the	  daughter	  of	  a	  powerful	  
Hungarian	  government	  official	  and	  gained	  prominence	  in	  Hungary	  as	  an	  admired	  opera	  
singer.	  Her	  father	  was	  equally	  invested	  in	  the	  arts	  and	  humanities.	  As	  early	  as	  the	  
1890s,	  Umrao	  Singh	  developed	  a	  curiosity	  and	  passion	  for	  photography,	  a	  new	  artistic	  
medium	  that	  had	  recently	  arrived	  in	  India	  as	  part	  of	  the	  colonial	  cultural	  encounters	  
with	  Europe.4	  He	  is	  now	  credited	  as	  one	  of	  the	  first	  photographers	  of	  South	  Asia.	  Both	  
parents	  used	  their	  respected	  social	  positions	  within	  the	  artistic	  circles	  of	  Europe	  and	  
Asia	  to	  expose	  Amrita	  to	  the	  fine	  arts	  from	  a	  young	  age.	  	  
After	  having	  recognized	  her	  profound	  artistic	  talents,	  the	  family	  moved	  to	  Paris	  
in	  1929	  for	  her	  to	  formally	  study	  painting	  at	  the	  École	  Nationale	  des	  Beaux-­‐Arts.5	  In	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4	  Dalmia,	  Yashodhara,	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil:	  A	  Life	  (Gurgaon,	  Haryana,	  India:	  Penguin	  Books	  
India,	  2013),	  6.	  
5	  Note:	  Marie	  Antoinette’s	  brother,	  Ervin	  Baktay,	  was	  also	  a	  painter	  and	  strongly	  
influenced	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  artistic	  development	  during	  her	  formative	  years.	  He	  played	  a	  large	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Paris,	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  primary	  instructor	  was	  Lucien	  Símon,	  a	  Post-­‐Impressionist	  painter	  who	  
admitted	  her	  to	  his	  studio	  even	  though	  she	  was	  under	  the	  minimum	  age	  required	  for	  
entrance.	  During	  her	  five-­‐year	  stint	  in	  Paris,	  Amrita	  received	  a	  comprehensive	  formal	  
education	  that	  exposed	  her	  to	  both	  the	  contemporary	  and	  preceding	  greats	  of	  Western	  
painting,	  such	  as	  Vincent	  Van	  Gogh,	  Pierre-­‐Auguste	  Renoir,	  and	  Paul	  Gauguin.	  At	  the	  
close	  of	  her	  tutelage	  in	  1934,	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  decided	  to	  shift	  her	  artistic	  pursuits	  away	  
from	  Europe	  and	  returned	  to	  India.	  In	  a	  letter	  to	  renowned	  art	  critic	  and	  collector,	  Karl	  
Khandalavala,	  she	  described	  how	  she	  “began	  to	  be	  haunted	  by	  an	  intense	  longing	  to	  
return	  to	  India,	  feeling	  in	  some	  strange,	  inexplicable	  way	  that	  there	  lay	  [her]	  destiny	  as	  
a	  painter.”6	  
	  
The	  turn	  of	  the	  twentieth	  century	  birthed	  a	  transnational	  Modernist	  movement	  
during	  which	  artists	  diverged	  from	  established	  codes	  of	  artistic	  expression	  in	  search	  of	  
new	  ways	  to	  express	  the	  world	  around	  them.	  For	  many	  artists,	  this	  involved	  exploring	  
new	  territories	  and	  cultures	  to	  gain	  a	  more	  comprehensive	  perspective	  of	  the	  world.	  
Many	  renowned	  European	  artists	  such	  as	  James	  Tissot	  and	  Paul	  Gauguin	  had	  previously	  
travelled	  through	  parts	  of	  the	  Middle	  East	  and	  Asia	  to	  enrich	  their	  work.	  Conversely,	  
many	  of	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  Indian	  contemporaries	  were	  trained	  in	  the	  Western	  style	  of	  painting	  
due	  to	  the	  pervasive	  presence	  of	  British	  culture	  in	  India	  during	  the	  nineteenth	  and	  
twentieth	  centuries.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
role	  in	  convincing	  Marie	  Antoinette	  and	  Umrao	  Singh	  to	  relocate	  to	  Paris	  for	  Amrita’s	  
training.	  
6	  Raghbeer,	  Anjali,	  My	  Name	  is	  Amrita…Born	  to	  be	  an	  Artist	  (Chennai,	  India:	  Tulika	  
Publishers,	  2009),	  7.	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However,	  as	  the	  Indian	  Independence	  Movement	  gained	  momentum,	  a	  group	  of	  
artists	  led	  by	  Abanindranath	  Tagore	  rebelled	  against	  the	  formal	  artistic	  styles	  of	  Europe	  
that	  proliferated	  in	  art	  schools	  in	  the	  colonies.	  Instead,	  the	  artists	  turned	  to	  Rajput	  and	  
Mughal	  art	  of	  centuries	  past,	  before	  the	  Indian	  subcontinent	  was	  incorporated	  into	  the	  
British	  Empire.	  This	  artistic	  shift	  occurred	  as	  “educated	  Indians	  came	  to	  realize	  that	  
unless	  they	  went	  back	  to	  their	  roots	  and	  discovered	  their	  [pre-­‐colonial]	  cultural	  
ethos…they	  would	  never	  be	  able	  to	  hold	  their	  own	  against	  others,	  rulers	  or	  otherwise.”7	  
Tagore	  and	  his	  followers	  mobilized	  the	  Bengal	  School	  of	  Art,	  which	  flourished	  during	  
the	  early	  to	  mid	  twentieth	  century.	  Much	  of	  their	  work	  displayed	  bright,	  pastel	  colors	  
and	  depicted	  Indic	  religious	  figures	  or	  scenes	  of	  life	  in	  India	  before	  British	  occupation.	  
Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  was	  highly	  critical	  of	  the	  Bengal	  School	  despite	  its	  success	  and	  
popularity,	  which	  largely	  stemmed	  from	  its	  nationalistic	  values.	  She	  stated	  that	  the	  
artists	  were	  “feeding	  almost	  exclusively	  on	  the	  tradition	  of	  mythology	  and	  romance”	  so	  
that	  “they	  do	  bad	  imitations	  of	  good	  old	  Indian	  painting.”8	  She	  found	  their	  work	  to	  be	  
too	  tainted	  by	  colonialism	  to	  truly	  be	  Indian.	  In	  response,	  Amrita	  developed	  her	  own	  
distinctive	  style	  by	  internalizing	  both	  her	  Indian	  and	  European	  heritages	  and	  blending	  
the	  two	  worlds	  together	  in	  her	  painting.	  Her	  socio-­‐political	  and	  ethno-­‐cultural	  position	  
allowed	  her	  to	  create	  an	  intermediary	  space	  for	  herself	  between	  European	  and	  Indian	  
Modernism.	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7	  Subramanyan,	  K.	  G.	  “Nandalal	  Bose:	  A	  Biographical	  Sketch,”	  in	  Nandalal	  Bose	  (1882-­‐
1966):	  Centenary	  Exhibition.	  (New	  Delhi:	  India,	  Jaipur	  House,	  1983),	  19.	  
8	  Sundaram,	  Vivan,	  ed.	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil:	  A	  Self-­‐Portrait	  In	  Letters	  and	  Writings	  (New	  
Delhi,	  India:	  Tulika	  Books,	  2010),	  243.	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Given	  her	  complex	  background,	  this	  thesis	  aims	  to	  evaluate	  and	  explicate	  the	  
manifold	  binaries	  engrained	  in	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  work.	  The	  first	  chapter	  will	  evaluate	  
the	  influence	  that	  the	  opposing	  religions	  of	  her	  heritage,	  namely,	  Catholicism	  and	  
Sikhism,	  had	  on	  her	  work.	  The	  second	  chapter	  will	  examine	  how	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  
alleged	  bisexuality	  exhibits	  itself	  in	  her	  painting.	  The	  third	  and	  final	  chapter	  will	  
analyze	  and	  interpret	  her	  self-­‐portraits	  as	  they	  relate	  to	  her	  culture,	  ethnicity,	  religion,	  
and	  gender.	  To	  achieve	  these	  ends,	  I	  will	  compare	  critical	  and	  visual	  analyses	  of	  several	  
of	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  paintings	  with	  excerpts	  from	  her	  letters	  and	  diary	  entries	  from	  the	  time	  
each	  painting	  was	  created.	  This	  approach	  reveals	  the	  influences,	  mindsets,	  frustrations,	  
resolutions,	  and	  inspirations	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  experienced	  during	  her	  creative	  process.	  
Ultimately,	  I	  aim	  to	  reveal	  how	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  art	  can	  be	  understood	  as	  a	  profound	  
visual	  documentary	  of	  her	  journey	  to	  locate	  herself	  in	  the	  cultural,	  racial,	  societal,	  and	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CHAPTER	  I.	  A	  RELIGIOUS	  DIVIDE	  
	  
	  
The	  Sher-­‐Gil	  family	  together	  represented	  a	  collection	  of	  religions	  stemming	  from	  
the	  Eurasian	  continent.	  Amrita’s	  father,	  Umrao	  Singh	  Sher-­‐Gil	  Majithia,	  was	  a	  member	  
of	  one	  of	  the	  three	  most	  powerful	  families	  of	  the	  Punjabi	  Sikh	  aristocracy.9	  Her	  mother,	  
Marie	  Antoinette,	  was	  part	  Jewish	  on	  her	  father’s	  side	  but	  practiced	  Roman	  Catholicism.	  
In	  naming	  their	  daughter,	  the	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  chose	  to	  pay	  homage	  to	  Umrao	  Singh’s	  religious	  
and	  familial	  ties	  to	  the	  Punjab	  region	  by	  naming	  her	  after	  the	  holy	  Sikh	  city	  of	  
Amritsar.10	  Despite	  her	  namesake,	  as	  Amrita	  and	  her	  sister	  grew	  older,	  Umrao	  Singh	  
and	  Marie	  Antoinette	  faced	  a	  difficult	  decision	  in	  how	  they	  wanted	  to	  approach	  religion	  
with	  their	  daughters.	  After	  much	  compromise	  and	  mediation,	  Amrita	  was	  baptized	  as	  a	  
Roman	  Catholic	  on	  November	  17,	  1918.11	  	  
	  
A	  selection	  of	  Amrita’s	  work	  from	  the	  formative	  years	  of	  her	  life	  represents	  the	  
internal	  struggle	  she	  faced	  with	  religion.	  Consider	  Woman	  On	  A	  Bed	  With	  A	  Christian	  
Cross	  (Fig.	  1).	  The	  painting	  depicts	  a	  nude,	  white	  woman	  sensuously	  seated	  with	  one	  leg	  
folded	  underneath	  her	  on	  a	  bed	  while	  a	  crucifix	  is	  prominently	  displayed	  in	  the	  
background.	  The	  nude	  woman	  in	  this	  watercolor	  is	  suggestively	  posed,	  sitting	  upright	  
with	  her	  body	  leaning	  slightly	  to	  one	  side	  to	  show	  off	  her	  curves.	  Red-­‐lipped	  and	  blonde	  
haired,	  she	  coyly	  glances	  toward	  the	  floor	  as	  she	  perches	  on	  top	  of	  the	  bed.	  The	  woman	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9	  Sundaram,	  xxxi.	  
10	  Note:	  Amrita	  is	  the	  Sanskrit	  term	  for	  Immortal.	  	  
11	  Dalmia,	  11.	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turns	  her	  back	  on	  the	  cross,	  giving	  the	  impression	  she	  is	  openly	  and	  intentionally	  
flouting	  the	  Roman	  Catholic	  faith.	  
This	  watercolor	  was	  painted	  during	  a	  turbulent	  period	  in	  1924	  when	  Amrita	  was	  
only	  eleven	  years	  old.	  Earlier	  that	  year,	  Marie	  Antoinette	  had	  enrolled	  Amrita	  and	  her	  
sister	  at	  the	  Roman	  Catholic	  Santa	  Annunciata	  Paggio	  Imperiaion	  School	  in	  Florence	  so	  
Amrita	  could	  study	  painting.	  Despite	  being	  allowed	  to	  study	  the	  visual	  arts,	  Amrita	  
described	  the	  institution	  as	  “an	  enormous,	  elegant,	  but	  hateful	  school”	  due	  to	  the	  rigid	  
religious	  practices	  to	  which	  they	  stringently	  adhered.12	  She	  criticized	  the	  Catholic	  faith	  
as	  being	  “bigoted	  and	  narrow	  minded.”13	  In	  fact,	  Amrita	  was	  almost	  immediately	  
expelled	  for	  sketching	  pictures	  of	  nudes	  in	  her	  drawing	  classes.14	  After	  a	  few	  short,	  but	  
trying	  months	  in	  Florence,	  Marie	  Antoinette	  returned	  to	  Simla	  with	  her	  daughters.	  Back	  
in	  Simla,	  the	  girls	  enrolled	  at	  the	  Jesus	  and	  Mary	  Convent	  School	  in	  late	  1924.	  Once	  
again,	  Amrita	  found	  herself	  in	  a	  quandary	  for	  acting	  against	  the	  school’s	  strict	  religious	  
principles;	  she	  was	  promptly	  expelled	  for	  proclaiming	  that	  she	  was	  an	  atheist.15	  Woman	  
On	  A	  Bed	  With	  A	  Christian	  Cross,	  painted	  in	  the	  weeks	  following	  her	  expulsion,	  
communicates	  Amrita’s	  rebellion	  against	  Catholicism	  and	  the	  Catholic	  education	  
system.	  	  
Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  sketched	  multiple	  scenes	  similar	  to	  that	  of	  Woman	  On	  A	  Bed	  
With	  A	  Christian	  Cross.	  Figure	  2,	  for	  example,	  is	  a	  sketch	  of	  a	  nude	  woman	  standing	  and	  
stretching	  in	  front	  of	  a	  bed	  with	  yet	  another	  crucifix	  prominently	  displayed	  in	  the	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12	  Sundaram,	  17.	  	  
13	  Dalmia,	  20	  
14	  Ibid.,	  19.	  
15	  Sundaram,	  xxxix.	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room.16	  These	  images	  were	  plentiful	  in	  her	  childhood	  sketchbook,	  indicating	  that	  this	  
type	  of	  scene	  was	  particularly	  resonant	  for	  Amrita.	  Both	  the	  watercolor	  and	  the	  sketch	  
appear	  in	  the	  same	  ambiguous	  space.	  The	  rooms	  are	  identical	  in	  their	  placement	  of	  the	  
cross	  hanging	  over	  a	  fireplace	  behind	  the	  bed.	  The	  similar	  setting	  of	  the	  two	  images	  
leads	  one	  to	  believe	  that	  this	  is	  a	  real	  place	  with	  which	  Amrita	  was	  quite	  familiar.	  
Perhaps	  this	  was	  a	  dormitory	  at	  her	  school,	  or	  perhaps	  this	  was	  Marie	  Antoinette’s	  
bedroom	  in	  their	  home.	  Either	  way,	  the	  notion	  that	  each	  piece	  is	  grounded	  in	  a	  real	  
location	  gives	  the	  impression	  that	  defiance	  of	  Christianity	  was	  not	  something	  entirely	  of	  
Amrita’s	  creative	  imagination;	  it	  truly	  existed	  in	  her	  life.	  	  
Given	  that	  this	  painting	  and	  its	  related	  sketches	  were	  created	  during	  a	  time	  
when	  Sher-­‐Gil	  openly	  expressed	  dissatisfaction	  with	  Roman	  Catholic	  practices	  and	  
education,	  a	  cursory	  analysis	  of	  these	  works	  would	  lead	  to	  the	  simple	  conclusion	  that	  
Sher-­‐Gil	  found	  the	  religion	  to	  be	  narrow-­‐minded	  and	  antiquated.	  However,	  one	  must	  
also	  consider	  how	  these	  images	  may	  indicate	  an	  engagement	  with	  her	  Sikh	  heritage	  as	  
well.	  It	  would	  be	  safe	  to	  assume	  that,	  given	  the	  many	  years	  the	  Sher-­‐Gil	  family	  spent	  in	  
India,	  Amrita	  would	  have	  encountered	  plentiful	  religious	  images	  of	  female	  deities	  by	  the	  
time	  she	  created	  Woman	  On	  A	  Bed	  With	  A	  Christian	  Cross	  in	  1924.	  These	  religious	  
figures	  are	  often	  curvaceous,	  at	  least	  partially	  nude,	  and	  extremely	  sensuous,	  as	  are	  the	  
women	  depicted	  by	  Sher-­‐Gil	  in	  these	  early	  works.	  With	  visible	  breasts	  and	  form-­‐
hugging	  drapery,	  the	  women	  depicted	  in	  Krishna	  Bathing	  With	  The	  Cowherdesses	  (Fig.	  
3),	  are	  typical	  representations	  of	  the	  type	  sexualized	  of	  female	  figures	  that	  Sher-­‐Gil	  
likely	  would	  have	  encountered	  during	  her	  childhood	  in	  India.	  Amrita’s	  exposure	  to	  this	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16	  Note:	  The	  square	  sections	  in	  the	  top	  right	  and	  left	  hand	  of	  this	  image	  are	  segments	  
from	  overlapping	  images	  in	  Amrita’s	  childhood	  sketchbook.	  	  
Zvara	   13	  
type	  of	  imagery	  is	  all	  the	  more	  likely	  given	  that	  this	  eighteenth-­‐century	  Rajput	  
watercolor	  was	  made	  in	  the	  Punjab	  region	  of	  India,	  where	  the	  Sher-­‐Gil	  family	  lived	  from	  
1921	  to	  1929.	  	  	  
In	  Indian	  art,	  the	  voluptuous	  proportions	  and	  posture	  used	  to	  portray	  women	  is	  
not	  necessarily	  indicative	  of	  sexually	  proscribed	  behavior.	  Rather	  than	  presenting	  
sexuality	  and	  sensuality	  as	  a	  private	  and	  personal	  experience	  as	  Christian	  religions	  
often	  do,	  Indian	  art	  generally	  glorifies	  and	  celebrates	  the	  female	  body	  for	  its	  role	  in	  
sustaining	  life.	  As	  explained	  by	  Indian	  art	  historian	  Vidya	  Dehejia,	  “the	  same	  
proportional	  scheme	  [is]	  used	  to	  produce	  both	  sacred	  and	  secular	  images	  so	  that	  the	  
goddess	  and	  mortal	  [are]	  equally	  sensuous.”17	  Thus,	  what	  is	  erotic	  in	  one	  cultural	  
context	  may	  not	  be	  viewed	  as	  such	  in	  another.	  When	  viewed	  through	  a	  Western	  lens,	  as	  
her	  Roman	  Catholic	  teachers	  were	  doing,	  Amrita’s	  early	  nudes	  may	  have	  been	  
representative	  of	  sexually	  deviant	  behavior	  that	  was	  frowned	  up	  by	  the	  Church.	  When	  
viewed	  through	  a	  South	  Asian	  lens,	  however,	  one	  can	  argue	  that	  the	  nudity	  in	  Woman	  
On	  A	  Bed	  With	  A	  Christian	  Cross	  is	  hardly	  provocative	  at	  all.	  	  	  
Understanding	  that	  imagery	  of	  nude	  women,	  whether	  they	  be	  divine	  or	  mortal,	  
is	  not	  necessarily	  suggestive	  or	  offensive	  in	  India,	  it	  is	  quite	  possible	  that	  Woman	  On	  A	  
Bed	  With	  A	  Christian	  Cross	  and	  its	  related	  sketch	  are	  in	  fact	  exercises	  in	  confronting	  her	  
opposing	  religious	  heritages.	  Despite	  being	  told	  in	  her	  Catholic	  schools	  that	  nudity	  was	  
immodest,	  Amrita	  likely	  encountered	  many	  religious	  images	  of	  partially	  nude	  women	  in	  
India	  that	  were	  not	  deemed	  inappropriate.	  By	  placing	  the	  white,	  nude	  women	  in	  her	  
works	  in	  spaces	  with	  prominent	  Christian	  crosses,	  Sher-­‐Gil	  may	  be	  attempting	  to	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17	  Dehejia,	  Vidya,	  Representing	  the	  Body:	  Gender	  Issues	  in	  Indian	  Art	  (New	  Delhi:	  Kali	  For	  
Women,	  1999),	  14.	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address	  why	  the	  two	  faiths	  with	  which	  she	  identified	  held	  such	  different	  positions	  on	  
expressions	  of	  sexuality	  in	  religious	  art.	  	  
This	  is	  increasingly	  likely	  given	  the	  attitudes	  toward	  female	  sexuality	  in	  Punjabi	  
Sikh	  culture.	  Guru	  Nanak	  Dev,	  the	  founder	  of	  the	  Sikh	  faith,	  was	  an	  unyielding	  
proponent	  of	  women’s	  rights.	  He	  reasoned	  that,	  “In	  a	  woman,	  a	  man	  is	  conceived;	  from	  
a	  woman,	  he	  is	  born.	  With	  a	  woman,	  he	  is	  betrothed	  and	  married;	  with	  a	  woman,	  he	  
contracts	  friendship.	  Why	  say	  she	  is	  inferior,	  the	  one	  from	  who	  even	  kings	  are	  born?	  
Without	  woman,	  there	  would	  be	  no	  one	  at	  all.”18	  In	  terms	  of	  sexuality	  in	  Punjabi	  Sikh	  
culture,	  “women,	  as	  objects	  of	  sexual	  attraction…have	  the	  power	  to	  influence	  and	  
dissuade	  men	  from	  a	  higher	  purpose.	  This	  model	  shows	  that	  women	  are	  not	  simply	  
silent	  victims	  of	  an	  oppressive	  gender	  system,	  but	  are	  afforded	  a	  certain	  amount	  of	  
power	  in	  society.”19	  Sikh	  women	  are	  taught	  to	  be	  virtuous	  and	  chaste	  much	  like	  Catholic	  
women,	  however	  these	  lessons	  are	  borne	  from	  perceived	  responsibilities	  to	  
“perpetuate	  order	  and	  merit	  within	  society”	  rather	  than	  notions	  of	  sin	  and	  damnation	  
as	  in	  Catholicism.20	  Thus,	  the	  nudity	  in	  Woman	  On	  A	  Bed	  With	  A	  Christian	  Cross	  may	  be	  
an	  exercise	  in	  addressing	  why	  Catholic	  and	  Sikh	  perspectives	  on	  female	  sexuality	  and	  
nudity	  are	  so	  dissimilar.	  Whereas	  female	  sexuality	  in	  the	  Catholic	  perspective	  is	  largely	  
barred	  for	  indicating	  sinful	  behavior,	  sexual	  females	  in	  Punjabi	  culture	  possess	  a	  unique	  
level	  of	  power	  and	  control.	  	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18	  Guru	  Nanak	  Dev	  as	  quoted	  in	  Kaur	  Singh,	  Nikky-­‐Gunider,	  “Re-­‐Imagining	  the	  Divine	  in	  
Sikhism,”	  Feminist	  Theology	  16,	  no.	  3	  (May	  2008):	  334.	  
19	  Mahajan,	  Priyanka,	  Priya	  Pimple,	  Delnaz	  Palsetia,	  Nahid	  Dave,	  and	  Avinash	  De	  Sousa,	  
"Indian	  Religious	  Concepts	  on	  Sexuality	  and	  Marriage."	  Indian	  Journal	  of	  Psychiatry	  55,	  
no.	  2	  (January	  2013):	  261-­‐262.	  
20	  Ibid.,	  261.	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Although	  the	  image	  was	  created	  while	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  was	  in	  India,	  she	  chose	  to	  
depict	  a	  blonde,	  white	  woman	  in	  Woman	  On	  A	  Bed	  With	  A	  Christian	  Cross	  rather	  than	  an	  
Indian	  woman	  with	  a	  dark	  complexion.	  At	  the	  age	  of	  eleven	  in	  India,	  it	  seems	  highly	  
unlikely	  that	  Amrita	  would	  have	  had	  a	  blonde,	  European	  woman	  serve	  as	  a	  nude	  model.	  
Though	  Marie	  Antoinette	  was	  white,	  she	  had	  brown	  hair	  and	  dark	  features,	  so	  any	  
inspiration	  she	  provided	  for	  this	  figure	  is	  undercut	  by	  the	  blonde	  hair	  and	  fair	  skin.	  The	  
woman	  in	  the	  painting	  may	  be	  modeled	  after	  one	  of	  her	  Catholic	  teachers	  in	  Florence	  or	  
Simla.	  If	  so,	  this	  painting	  could	  perhaps	  be	  an	  attempt	  to	  model	  a	  Catholic	  woman	  in	  the	  
Indian	  mode	  of	  religious	  painting	  where	  nudity	  is	  normalized	  and	  accepted.	  If	  this	  is	  the	  
case,	  then	  it	  becomes	  far	  easier	  to	  understand	  how	  Sher-­‐Gil	  may	  have	  been	  using	  this	  
painting	  to	  find	  an	  artistic	  compromise	  between	  her	  Catholic	  and	  Sikh	  heritage.	  	  
Further	  complicating	  our	  ability	  to	  identify	  the	  woman	  featured	  in	  the	  painting	  is	  
the	  notable	  brown	  wash	  found	  through	  her	  torso	  and	  upper	  thigh.	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  decision	  to	  
include	  the	  wash	  is	  ambiguous.	  She	  could	  perhaps	  be	  alluding	  to	  some	  form	  of	  drapery,	  
trying	  but	  failing	  to	  cover	  the	  woman’s	  body.	  If	  she	  is	  in	  fact	  attempting	  modesty,	  Sher-­‐
Gil	  could	  be	  indicating	  her	  dissatisfaction	  with	  and	  defiance	  of	  the	  conservative	  
expectations	  women	  were	  supposed	  to	  adhere	  to	  in	  the	  Catholic	  faith.	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  
dissatisfaction	  with	  expectations	  of	  chastity	  and	  modesty	  in	  Catholicism	  is	  
understandable	  given	  the	  power	  and	  control	  that	  Punjabi	  Sikh	  women	  possess	  in	  terms	  
of	  their	  sexuality.	  Perhaps,	  instead,	  the	  brown	  wash	  is	  meant	  to	  suggest	  that	  the	  woman	  
pictured	  is	  as	  culturally	  divided	  as	  Sher-­‐Gil	  herself.	  If	  so,	  the	  woman	  could	  be	  openly	  
displaying	  her	  nude	  body	  because	  she	  didn’t	  feel	  totally	  bound	  to	  her	  Christian	  
background.	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Whether	  Woman	  On	  A	  Bed	  With	  A	  Christian	  Cross	  and	  its	  related	  sketch	  were	  
created	  simply	  to	  flout	  Catholicism	  or	  to	  understand	  the	  different	  norms	  of	  religious	  
nudity	  remains	  unclear.	  Both	  interpretations	  are	  equally	  plausible	  and	  valid.	  As	  an	  
adolescent,	  she	  may	  also	  have	  been	  attempting	  to	  grapple	  with	  her	  own	  burgeoning	  
sexuality	  and	  how	  those	  sexual	  feelings	  may	  have	  registered	  with	  her	  Catholic	  and	  Sikh	  
backgrounds.	  Regardless,	  the	  works	  indicate	  that	  Sher-­‐Gil	  spent	  ample	  time	  attempting	  
to	  grapple	  with	  her	  divided	  religious	  background	  from	  the	  remarkably	  young	  age	  of	  
eleven.	  
	  
Though	  her	  divergent	  faiths	  appeared	  to	  have	  been	  an	  especially	  confusing	  
subject	  to	  confront	  during	  her	  formative	  years,	  it	  appears	  that	  religion	  mostly	  faded	  
into	  the	  background	  as	  Amrita	  grew	  into	  adulthood.	  After	  1925,	  there	  is	  very	  little	  
mention	  of	  religion	  in	  any	  of	  her	  letters	  or	  diary	  entries.	  Similarly,	  few	  of	  her	  later	  
paintings	  include	  imagery	  relating	  to	  Sikhism,	  Catholicism,	  or	  Judaism.	  Amrita	  did,	  
however,	  revisit	  the	  topic	  of	  religion	  in	  1932	  when	  she	  painted	  Adam	  and	  Eve	  (Fig.	  4).	  
Standing	  in	  a	  golden	  spotlight	  in	  a	  lush,	  green	  garden,	  the	  two	  biblical	  figures	  cower	  in	  
shame	  and	  attempt	  to	  cover	  their	  nudity.	  The	  painting	  is	  a	  surprising	  and	  powerful	  
consideration	  of	  religion	  after	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  apparent	  indifference	  to	  the	  topic	  in	  the	  
preceding	  years.	  	  
The	  reappearance	  of	  Amrita’s	  Christian	  heritage	  is	  likely	  linked	  to	  events	  in	  her	  
personal	  life	  that	  were	  unfolding	  at	  the	  time	  Adam	  and	  Eve	  was	  painted.	  After	  being	  
introduced	  to	  him	  by	  Marie	  Antoinette	  in	  1930,	  Amrita	  became	  romantically	  involved	  
with	  Yusuf	  Ali	  Khan,	  the	  son	  of	  a	  noble	  land-­‐owning	  family	  of	  the	  former	  United	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Provinces	  of	  India.21	  In	  1931,	  they	  were	  briefly	  engaged	  until	  Amrita	  broke	  it	  off	  due	  to	  
Yusuf’s	  alcoholism	  and	  womanizing	  behavior.22	  A	  few	  months	  after	  terminating	  the	  
engagement,	  Amrita	  discovered	  that	  Yusuf	  had	  given	  her	  a	  severe	  venereal	  disease.	  In	  
1932,	  Amrita	  was	  forced	  to	  travel	  to	  Budapest	  to	  seek	  costly	  medical	  attention	  for	  the	  
disease	  since	  such	  treatments	  were	  illegal	  in	  Paris	  at	  the	  time.23	  Based	  on	  the	  timeline	  
presented	  by	  her	  letters,	  it	  appears	  as	  though	  Amrita	  painted	  Adam	  and	  Eve	  either	  
during	  or	  immediately	  after	  she	  was	  in	  Budapest	  seeking	  treatment.	  	  
This	  chronology	  suggests	  a	  correlation	  between	  the	  resurgence	  of	  religion	  in	  
Sher-­‐Gil’s	  painting	  and	  the	  internal	  struggles	  she	  faced	  in	  terms	  of	  her	  health	  and	  
morality.	  During	  Amrita’s	  younger	  years,	  she	  had	  learned	  in	  her	  Catholic	  schools	  that	  
Adam	  and	  Eve	  had	  committed	  the	  original	  sin,	  and	  they	  served	  as	  a	  warning	  to	  all	  future	  
generations	  to	  steer	  clear	  of	  temptation.	  After	  abandoning	  her	  religion	  and	  declaring	  
atheism,	  Amrita	  likely	  determined	  that	  Christian	  dogmas	  on	  sexual	  behavior	  no	  longer	  
applied	  to	  her,	  and	  she	  decided	  to	  engage	  in	  premarital	  sex.	  It	  is	  quite	  possible	  that	  
Amrita’s	  reconsideration	  of	  religion	  in	  1932	  occurred	  because	  she	  was	  contemplating	  
whether	  or	  not	  her	  venereal	  disease	  was	  the	  consequence	  for	  committing	  the	  same	  sin	  
as	  Eve.	  	  	  
To	  my	  knowledge,	  Amrita’s	  writings	  make	  no	  mention	  of	  Adam	  and	  Eve.	  It	  would	  
be	  impossible	  to	  determine	  why	  religion	  made	  a	  sudden	  reappearance	  in	  her	  work,	  
though,	  given	  the	  timeline,	  Amrita’s	  troubled	  relationship	  with	  Yusuf	  and	  subsequent	  
illness	  seems	  the	  most	  likely	  scenario.	  After	  this	  instance,	  religious	  themes	  once	  again	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21	  Sundaram,	  58.	  	  
22	  Ibid.,	  59.	  	  
23	  Ibid.,	  74.	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faded	  from	  her	  work.	  Adam	  and	  Eve	  remains	  the	  only	  painting	  Amrita	  created	  as	  an	  
adult	  that	  deals	  explicitly	  with	  her	  religious	  background,	  serving	  as	  yet	  another	  
indication	  of	  how	  she	  internally	  wrestled	  with	  religious	  concepts	  relating	  to	  morality	  






































Zvara	   19	  
CHAPTER	  II.	  SEXUALITY	  AND	  STIGMA	  
	  
Perhaps	  the	  greatest	  enigma	  of	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  personal	  life	  revolves	  around	  
her	  mysterious	  sexual	  exploits,	  so	  much	  so	  that	  almost	  every	  piece	  of	  scholarship	  
written	  about	  the	  artist	  dedicates	  a	  lengthy	  segment	  to	  the	  discussion	  of	  her	  sexuality.	  
From	  a	  young	  age,	  Amrita	  exhibited	  a	  refusal	  to	  accept	  traditional	  societal	  constrictions	  
on	  marriage	  and	  sexuality.	  Her	  disdain	  for	  conventional	  Indian	  arranged	  marriages	  was	  
particularly	  notable.	  A	  diary	  entry	  written	  at	  age	  12	  reads,	  “the	  other	  day	  we	  went	  to	  an	  
Indian	  wedding	  where	  the	  bride	  was	  13	  years	  old	  and	  the	  bridegroom	  was	  over	  50	  and	  
had	  3	  wives	  already…there	  was	  an	  expression	  of	  weariness	  in	  the	  lovely	  liquid	  dark	  
eyes…as	  if	  she	  had	  guessed	  the	  cruel	  fate	  which	  had	  been	  meted	  out	  to	  her.”24	  This	  was	  
written	  well	  before	  she	  moved	  to	  Paris	  and	  was	  exposed	  to	  more	  liberal	  lifestyles	  than	  
what	  she	  had	  been	  accustomed	  to	  in	  India.	  	  
	  Sher-­‐Gil	  was	  known	  to	  have	  engaged	  in	  several	  affairs	  with	  both	  married	  and	  
single	  men	  throughout	  her	  short	  life	  when	  her	  venereal	  disease	  was	  non-­‐symptomatic.	  
Rumors	  of	  her	  bisexuality	  and	  female	  lovers	  ran	  rampant	  both	  in	  India	  and	  Europe,	  
though	  they	  were	  never	  definitively	  proven.	  Somehow,	  she	  never	  seemed	  entirely	  
satisfied,	  physically	  or	  romantically,	  with	  her	  partners.	  Many	  of	  her	  contemporaries	  
recall	  that	  “stories	  of	  her	  sexual	  appetite	  were	  narrated	  with	  much	  slavering	  of	  
mouths...She	  was	  said	  to	  have	  given	  appointments	  to	  her	  lovers,	  three	  to	  four	  every	  day	  
with	  a	  couple	  of	  hours	  in	  between.	  They	  came,	  did	  their	  job	  and	  were	  dismissed	  as	  soon	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24	  Sundaram,	  29.	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as	  it	  was	  over.”25	  Considering	  the	  expectations	  of	  modesty	  and	  chastity	  for	  women	  in	  
both	  India	  and	  Europe,	  this	  level	  of	  sexuality	  is	  seemingly	  unparalleled	  for	  a	  woman	  of	  
her	  status	  and	  upbringing.	  	  
It	  appears	  as	  though	  her	  level	  of	  sexuality	  was	  extremely	  problematic	  for	  her	  
parents,	  who	  were	  well	  aware	  of	  her	  various	  affairs.	  Marie	  Antoinette	  was	  constantly	  
sending	  Amrita	  money	  for	  her	  venereal	  disease	  treatments.	  Furthermore,	  when	  Amrita	  
first	  expressed	  in	  1934	  that	  she	  was	  considering	  moving	  back	  to	  India,	  Umrao	  Sher-­‐Gil	  
noted	  that	  “the	  ruin	  of	  [his]	  good	  name	  was	  synonymous	  with	  [her]	  return	  to	  India.”26	  
Clearly,	  Amrita	  had	  gained	  notoriety	  during	  her	  years	  abroad.	  	  
	  
	   Evidence	  of	  Amrita’s	  bisexuality	  and	  problematic	  marriage	  can	  be	  found	  in	  
several	  of	  her	  paintings.	  Adam	  and	  Eve	  can	  be	  interpreted	  as	  a	  struggle	  with	  gender	  and	  
sexuality	  aside	  from	  its	  religious	  connotations.	  One	  of	  the	  most	  striking	  aspects	  of	  the	  
painting	  is	  that	  although	  both	  figures	  cover	  their	  bodies	  in	  shame,	  only	  the	  female’s	  face	  
is	  visible	  to	  the	  viewer.	  The	  male	  stands	  with	  his	  face	  toward	  the	  ground,	  thus	  denying	  
him	  individuality	  and	  making	  him	  entirely	  unidentifiable.	  This	  is	  a	  stark	  contrast	  from	  
many	  other	  popular	  paintings	  of	  Adam	  and	  Eve.	  Consider	  Suzanne	  Valadon’s	  
interpretation	  of	  the	  story	  in	  Figure	  5.	  In	  this	  version	  of	  Adam	  and	  Eve,	  painted	  in	  1906,	  
the	  faces	  of	  both	  figures	  are	  visible.	  As	  Valadon	  was	  one	  of	  the	  most	  celebrated	  female	  
French	  artists	  from	  the	  turn	  of	  the	  twentieth	  century,	  Amrita	  surely	  would	  have	  
encountered	  her	  work	  (or	  similar	  work)	  and	  seen	  that	  many	  venerated	  painters	  chose	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25	  Singh,	  Khushwant,	  Truth,	  Love,	  and	  a	  Little	  Malice:	  An	  Autobiography	  (Gurgaon,	  
Haryana,	  India:	  Penguin	  Books	  India,	  2002),	  97.	  	  
26	  Sundaram,	  165.	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to	  show	  Adam	  and	  Eve	  in	  an	  equal	  light.	  This	  possibility	  is	  increased	  given	  that	  Amrita	  
Sher-­‐Gil	  created	  Adam	  and	  Eve	  while	  training	  in	  Paris.	  	  
Amrita	  could	  have	  deliberately	  designed	  the	  composition	  to	  highlight	  Eve’s	  face	  
because	  in	  Christian	  teachings,	  Eve	  bears	  the	  brunt	  of	  the	  blame	  for	  their	  actions	  rather	  
than	  Adam.	  While	  Adam	  gets	  to	  sink	  into	  obscurity,	  the	  spotlight	  of	  the	  painting	  falls	  
precisely	  onto	  Eve’s	  uplifted	  face	  so	  that	  she	  is	  forced	  to	  acknowledge	  both	  God	  and	  the	  
viewer.	  Amrita	  may	  have	  made	  this	  artistic	  decision	  because	  she	  was	  dissatisfied	  with	  
the	  gender	  roles	  Christianity	  ascribed	  to	  women	  with	  regards	  to	  their	  sexuality.	  Despite	  
the	  fact	  that	  Yusuf	  was	  an	  equal	  participant	  in	  their	  affair,	  Amrita	  was	  the	  one	  who	  
would	  be	  publically	  shamed	  if	  her	  bourgeois	  acquaintances	  discovered	  that	  she	  had	  
contracted	  a	  venereal	  disease	  as	  an	  unmarried	  woman.	  Though	  she	  considered	  herself	  a	  
modern	  woman,	  Amrita	  was	  well	  aware	  that	  it	  was	  the	  female’s	  fate	  to	  bear	  the	  blame	  
for	  sexual	  transgression.	  Amrita	  could	  be	  using	  Adam	  and	  Eve	  as	  an	  outlet	  through	  
which	  she	  could	  express	  her	  frustration	  with	  popularized	  expectations	  of	  chastity.	  	  
	  
Along	  with	  her	  qualms	  about	  socially	  heteronormative	  gender	  roles,	  Amrita	  
Sher-­‐Gil’s	  alleged	  bisexuality	  manifests	  itself	  in	  her	  work	  as	  well.	  	  Consider	  Two	  Girls	  
(Fig.	  6),	  created	  in	  1939.	  The	  painting	  depicts	  two	  nude	  women,	  one	  standing	  and	  one	  
sitting.	  The	  standing	  woman	  is	  almost	  sickly	  yellow	  with	  bright	  blue	  eyes.	  The	  seated	  
woman	  is	  black;	  so	  black	  that	  it	  is	  difficult	  to	  discern	  facial	  or	  body	  features.	  The	  white	  
girl	  stands	  stoically	  in	  a	  somewhat	  protective	  stance	  over	  her	  darker	  colleague.	  It	  
appears	  as	  though	  the	  white	  figure	  is	  offering	  some	  sort	  of	  consolation	  to	  the	  black	  
figure,	  whose	  head	  is	  downcast	  and	  whose	  face	  is	  completely	  shaded.	  The	  black	  figure	  is	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holding	  a	  stark	  white	  sheet	  around	  her	  body.	  Whether	  she	  is	  attempting	  to	  cover	  her	  
body	  or	  release	  the	  sheet	  and	  expose	  her	  nudity	  in	  its	  entirety	  is	  uncertain.	  	  
The	  emphasis	  on	  female	  nudity	  is	  curious	  given	  the	  events	  in	  Amrita’s	  personal	  
life	  that	  transpired	  just	  before	  the	  completion	  of	  this	  painting.	  In	  1938,	  just	  months	  
before	  she	  painted	  Two	  Girls,	  Amrita	  married	  her	  first	  cousin,	  Victor	  Egan.	  The	  two	  
became	  romantically	  involved	  at	  age	  sixteen	  when	  Amrita	  and	  Indira	  travelled	  to	  his	  
family’s	  home	  in	  Zebegény.27	  Amrita’s	  parents	  were	  openly	  and	  adamantly	  opposed	  to	  
the	  relationship,	  though	  the	  reason	  for	  the	  opposition	  isn’t	  clear.	  Their	  1938	  nuptials	  
occurred	  after	  certain	  values	  from	  Victorian	  England	  permeated	  and	  became	  engrained	  
in	  Indian	  culture.	  Marriage	  between	  first	  cousins	  in	  Victorian	  England	  “was	  not	  only	  
legal	  but	  was	  positively	  encouraged”	  in	  order	  to	  keep	  wealth	  and	  distinction	  within	  
individual	  families.28	  Many	  Punjab	  families	  also	  encouraged	  marriage	  between	  cousins	  
because	  “consanguineous	  marriages	  offer	  the	  best	  opportunity	  for	  compatibility	  
between	  husband	  and	  wife”	  as	  well	  as	  the	  opportunity	  for	  the	  “consolidation	  of	  family	  
property.”29	  As	  such,	  it	  seems	  unlikely	  that	  her	  parents	  were	  opposed	  to	  the	  marriage	  
solely	  because	  of	  their	  familial	  relationship.	  Amrita	  had	  a	  vast	  number	  of	  suitors,	  and	  
her	  parents	  may	  have	  felt	  she	  could	  have	  married	  into	  a	  higher	  social	  stratum	  than	  
Victor.	  Amrita	  and	  her	  mother	  grew	  apart	  after	  the	  marriage	  due	  to	  Marie	  Antoinette’s	  
disapproval	  of	  the	  relationship.30	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27	  Sundaram,	  60.	  	  
28	  Frost,	  Ginger,	  “Incest	  and	  Influence:	  The	  Private	  Life	  of	  Bourgeois	  England,”	  Victorian	  
Studies	  52,	  no.	  3,	  (Spring	  2010):	  499.	  
29	  Hussain,	  R,	  “Community	  Perception	  of	  Reasons	  for	  Preference	  For	  Consanguineous	  
Marriages	  in	  Pakistan,”	  Journal	  of	  Biosocial	  Science	  31,	  no.	  4	  (October	  1999):	  453-­‐455.	  
30	  Note:	  Many	  of	  letters	  between	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  and	  her	  mother	  from	  1938	  onward	  
reflect	  an	  extremely	  strained	  relationship	  full	  of	  resentment,	  disappointment,	  and	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The	  marriage	  appears	  to	  have	  been	  one	  of	  convenience	  and	  security	  rather	  than	  
passion.	  	  Amrita	  once	  wrote	  to	  her	  sister	  “I	  and	  Victor	  are	  extremely	  fond	  of	  each	  other	  
and	  yet	  we	  seem	  to	  have	  nothing,	  absolutely	  nothing	  whatsoever	  to	  say	  to	  each	  other.	  
When	  we	  are	  alone	  we	  sit	  by	  the	  house	  in	  silence	  –	  he	  begins	  to	  yawn	  and	  I	  sink	  deeper	  
and	  deeper	  into	  a	  depressed	  and	  depressing	  silence	  and	  we	  weigh	  intolerably	  on	  each	  
other.”31	  After	  spending	  years	  in	  Paris	  where	  her	  sexual	  exploits	  were	  rather	  notorious,	  
some	  hypothesize	  that	  Sher-­‐Gil	  married	  Egan	  in	  an	  attempt	  to	  restore	  her	  reputation	  as	  
a	  virtuous	  woman.	  Ironically	  (and	  shockingly),	  Amrita	  was	  allegedly	  pregnant	  with	  
another	  man’s	  child	  at	  the	  time	  of	  their	  wedding,	  and	  Victor	  arranged	  for	  her	  to	  have	  an	  
abortion.32	  	  
The	  benefits	  of	  the	  marriage	  for	  Amrita	  are	  clear	  despite	  their	  connection	  as	  first	  
cousins.	  Victor	  offered	  her	  financial	  security,	  stability,	  and	  an	  opportunity	  to	  restore	  her	  
dignity.	  What	  Victor	  gleaned	  from	  the	  relationship	  is	  less	  clear.	  Amrita	  was	  once	  
described	  as	  “an	  exquisite	  and	  mysterious	  little	  Hindu	  princess	  who	  speaks	  French	  like	  
a	  Parisian	  and	  conjures	  up	  the	  mysterious	  shores	  of	  the	  Ganges.”33	  Perhaps	  it	  was	  her	  
seductive	  and	  enthralling	  nature	  to	  which	  Victor	  was	  drawn.	  
Sher-­‐Gil	  painted	  Two	  Girls	  in	  the	  months	  after	  her	  marriage	  to	  Victor	  Egan,	  when	  
her	  sexual	  exploits	  had	  become	  well	  known	  across	  the	  Eurasian	  continent.	  If	  Amrita	  did,	  
as	  some	  argue,	  marry	  Egan	  to	  restore	  her	  reputation,	  then	  this	  painting	  can	  potentially	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
frustration.	  This	  can	  perhaps	  be	  attributed	  to	  Amrita’s	  discovery	  of	  her	  mother’s	  
extramarital	  affairs,	  one	  of	  which	  was	  with	  one	  of	  Amrita’s	  art	  teachers,	  Giulio	  Cesare	  
Pasqueinelli.	  Amrita	  may	  have	  begrudged	  her	  mother	  for	  vocalizing	  her	  disapproval	  of	  
her	  marriage	  to	  Victor	  while	  having	  been	  unfaithful	  to	  Umrao	  Singh.	  
31	  Sundaram,	  691.	  
32	  Dalmia,	  109.	  	  
33	  Mitter,	  Partha,	  235.	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be	  viewed	  as	  an	  indication	  of	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  desire	  to	  conceal	  her	  bisexuality	  through	  her	  
heterosexual	  marriage.	  Further,	  it	  could	  indicate	  repressed	  homosexual	  desires	  that	  
Amrita	  experienced	  after	  her	  wedding.	  The	  painting	  could	  perhaps	  be	  an	  exercise	  in	  
how	  to	  navigate	  her	  bisexuality	  after	  her	  marriage.	  While	  the	  white	  woman	  stands	  tall	  
and	  proud	  in	  her	  nudity,	  the	  black	  woman	  is	  seated	  and	  partially	  covered	  with	  a	  white	  
sheet	  around	  her	  body.	  If	  Sher-­‐Gil	  intended	  this	  woman	  to	  be	  in	  the	  act	  of	  covering	  her	  
dark	  skin,	  is	  she	  doing	  so	  in	  shame?	  If	  she	  is	  releasing	  the	  sheet,	  is	  it	  an	  expression	  of	  
self-­‐acceptance	  and	  pride	  in	  her	  appearance?	  Amrita	  may	  be	  expressing	  a	  frustration	  
with	  wanting	  to	  openly	  embrace	  her	  sexuality	  but	  also	  acknowledging	  her	  new	  role	  as	  a	  
wife.	  This	  contention	  is	  all	  the	  more	  likely	  knowing	  that	  Amrita	  was	  often	  bored	  and	  
disenchanted	  by	  Victor.	  	  
	  
Perhaps	  the	  most	  interesting	  and	  obvious	  attempt	  to	  depict	  her	  inner	  
homosexual	  desires	  is	  found	  in	  Sleep	  (Fig.	  7),	  painted	  in	  1933.	  The	  painting	  is	  a	  slanted	  
aerial	  view	  of	  a	  nude	  woman	  reclining	  on	  a	  bed	  with	  a	  pink	  oriental	  fabric	  peeking	  out	  
from	  underneath	  her.	  The	  erotic	  charge	  of	  Sleep	  is	  undeniable.	  The	  voluptuous,	  soft	  
curves,	  rosy	  cheeks	  and	  red	  lips	  of	  the	  woman	  contribute	  to	  the	  sensual	  aura	  of	  the	  
piece.	  A	  dragon	  on	  the	  pink	  fabric	  underneath	  the	  woman	  hugs	  and	  mirrors	  the	  curves	  
of	  her	  body.	  The	  dragon’s	  association	  with	  heat	  and	  fire	  along	  with	  the	  rosy,	  silken	  
fabric	  contribute	  to	  the	  intense	  passion	  that	  radiates	  from	  the	  canvas.	  The	  diagonal	  
orientation	  of	  the	  woman	  in	  the	  frame	  allows	  the	  viewers	  eyes	  to	  travel	  along	  the	  full	  
length	  of	  her	  body.	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  has	  crafted	  this	  painting	  so	  that	  any	  viewer,	  male	  or	  
female,	  heterosexual	  or	  homosexual,	  can	  sense	  the	  erotic	  atmosphere	  of	  the	  piece.	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Sleep	  was	  painted	  during	  Amrita’s	  final	  year	  in	  Paris	  when	  she	  was	  concluding	  
her	  formal	  education.	  At	  the	  École	  Nationale	  des	  Beaux-­‐Arts,	  Sher-­‐Gil	  painted	  dozens	  of	  
portraits	  of	  nude	  men	  and	  women	  (see	  Figs.	  8-­‐9).	  There	  is	  an	  obvious	  difference	  in	  the	  
way	  that	  Sher-­‐Gil	  chose	  to	  model	  nudity	  in	  paintings	  other	  than	  Sleep.	  Though	  they	  
were	  all	  executed	  during	  the	  same	  period	  of	  her	  life,	  these	  other	  nudes	  were	  painted	  
through	  an	  objective	  artist’s	  lens	  and	  as	  studio	  exercises.	  Because	  the	  women	  in	  
Professional	  Model	  and	  Reclining	  Nude	  face	  the	  viewer	  at	  somewhat	  awkward	  angles,	  
there	  is	  a	  slight	  resistance	  to	  our	  gaze,	  unlike	  the	  unrestricted	  bodily	  access	  provided	  in	  
Sleep.	  Further,	  though	  these	  women	  are	  nude,	  they	  lack	  the	  heated,	  impassioned	  tension	  
that	  Sher-­‐Gil	  provides	  in	  Sleep	  through	  the	  silk	  fabric,	  dragon,	  and	  rosy	  skin.	  In	  fact,	  
describing	  them	  as	  nude	  implies	  a	  certain	  level	  of	  idealism	  and	  beauty	  that	  is	  entirely	  
absent	  in	  these	  images.	  They	  lack	  the	  palpability	  and	  romanticism	  that	  accompanies	  the	  
idea	  of	  a	  nude	  woman.	  A	  better	  descriptor	  for	  these	  women	  is	  that	  they	  are	  simply	  in	  
the	  state	  of	  being	  unclothed.	  	  Sleep,	  on	  the	  other	  hand,	  “is	  so	  sexually	  convincing…it	  is	  
obvious	  that	  [it]	  conveys	  a	  personally	  experienced	  emotion.”34	  
That	  Amrita	  completed	  this	  painting	  in	  1933	  in	  Paris	  is	  significant	  because	  this	  
appears	  to	  be	  the	  time	  during	  which	  she	  engaged	  in	  homosexual	  relationships.	  The	  two	  
most	  significant	  lesbian	  relationships	  were	  with	  Marie	  Louise	  Chasseny	  and	  Edith	  Lang.	  
Marie	  Louise	  was	  Amrita’s	  closest	  friend	  and	  flat	  mate	  from	  1929	  to	  1934.	  When	  
questioned	  by	  her	  mother,	  Amrita	  denied	  the	  existence	  of	  any	  sexual	  relationship	  with	  
Marie	  Louise,	  though	  she	  did	  indicate	  that	  she	  “[thought]	  about	  the	  disadvantages	  of	  a	  
sexual	  relationship	  with	  men”	  and	  that	  she	  “thought	  [she]	  would	  have	  a	  relationship	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34	  Chawla,	  Rupika.	  “Talent,	  Tragedy,	  and	  the	  Myth	  of	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil,”	  in	  Indian	  Art:	  An	  
Overview,	  ed.	  Gayatri	  Sinha	  (New	  Delhi:	  India,	  Rupa	  &	  Co.	  Publishing,	  2003),	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with	  a	  female	  when	  the	  opportunity	  arose.”35	  Just	  before	  leaving	  Paris,	  Amrita	  met	  
Edith	  Lang,	  a	  famous	  Hungarian	  pianist	  who	  instantly	  fell	  in	  love	  with	  Amrita.	  A	  family	  
member	  later	  described	  how	  “Edith	  had	  a	  great	  crush	  on	  Amrita	  and	  chased	  her	  
around,”	  though	  Amrita	  purportedly	  only	  played	  a	  passive	  role.36	  After	  learning	  that	  her	  
parents	  had	  burned	  some	  of	  her	  letters,	  including	  many	  from	  both	  Marie	  Louise	  and	  
Edith,	  she	  wrote	  to	  her	  parents,	  “I	  suppose	  I	  have	  to	  resign	  myself	  to	  a	  bleak	  old	  age	  
unrelieved	  by	  the	  entertainment	  that	  the	  perusal	  of	  old	  love	  letters	  would	  have	  afforded	  
it.”37	  	  
There	  is	  a	  clear	  sensuality	  in	  the	  delicate	  figuration	  of	  the	  woman	  in	  Sleep	  that	  
indicates	  a	  unique	  emotional	  and	  palpable	  experience	  lived	  by	  Sher-­‐Gil.	  This	  is	  all	  the	  
more	  likely	  given	  that	  Amrita	  painted	  this	  in	  1933	  when	  she	  was	  rumored	  to	  be	  
engaged	  in	  a	  homosexual	  relationship	  with	  Marie	  Louise.	  Though	  she	  never	  openly	  
admitted	  to	  having	  sexual	  relationships	  with	  women,	  this	  painting	  indicates	  otherwise.	  
Sher-­‐Gil	  lived	  in	  a	  world	  where	  homosexuality	  was	  largely	  proscribed	  and	  women	  
occupied	  specific	  gender	  roles	  both	  in	  India	  and	  Europe.	  Sleep	  serves	  as	  an	  indication	  of	  
Amrita’s	  repressed	  bisexual	  self	  as	  she	  attempted	  to	  negotiate	  cultures	  that	  barred	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  Sundaram,	  125.	  
36	  Vanita,	  Ruth	  and	  Kidwai,	  Saleem,	  Same-­‐Sex	  Love	  in	  India:	  Readings	  from	  Literature	  
and	  History	  (Gurgaon,	  Haryana,	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  Penguin	  Books	  India,	  2000),	  258.	  
37	  Sundaram,	  514-­‐515.	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CHAPTER	  III.	  SEARCHING	  FOR	  SELF	  
	  
	   If	  we	  are	  to	  consider	  how	  Sher-­‐Gil	  attempted	  to	  construct	  her	  identity	  through	  
painting,	  we	  must	  finally	  and	  critically	  examine	  her	  self-­‐portraits	  and	  how	  they	  relate	  to	  
the	  various	  aspects	  of	  her	  personhood.	  Sher-­‐Gil	  managed	  to	  complete	  nineteen	  self-­‐
portraits	  in	  her	  twelve	  short	  years	  as	  an	  active	  painter.	  Though	  her	  self-­‐portraits	  make	  
little	  reference	  to	  religion,	  sexuality,	  or	  ethnicity	  individually,	  when	  considered	  in	  
whole,	  they	  present	  a	  particularly	  strong	  indication	  that	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  always	  
struggled	  to	  define	  who	  she	  was	  from	  the	  beginning	  of	  her	  life	  to	  the	  very	  end.	  A	  
selection	  of	  these	  self-­‐portraits	  provides	  insight	  into	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  inner	  conflict.	  	  
	   The	  majority	  of	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  self-­‐portraits	  were	  creating	  during	  her	  time	  in	  Paris	  
due	  to	  the	  École	  Nationale	  des	  Beaux-­‐Arts’	  emphasis	  on	  training	  in	  traditional	  
portraiture.	  The	  paintings	  clearly	  reflect	  various	  aspects	  of	  Amrita’s	  academic	  training.	  
Consider	  Self-­‐Portraits	  5,	  7,	  8,	  and	  9	  (Figs.	  9,	  10,	  11	  and	  12).	  Each	  painting	  was	  created	  
using	  a	  noticeably	  different	  painting	  technique.	  While	  Self-­‐Portrait	  (5)	  was	  made	  using	  
the	  loose	  brushstrokes	  and	  bright,	  blended	  colors	  of	  the	  Fauve	  period,	  Self-­‐Portrait	  (7)	  
employs	  short,	  broken	  brushstrokes	  and	  fuzzy	  forms	  in	  true	  Impressionistic	  style.	  	  
	   Along	  with	  the	  different	  styles	  and	  techniques	  employed	  by	  the	  artist,	  the	  
appearance	  of	  Sher-­‐Gil	  herself	  is	  noticeably	  and	  drastically	  different	  in	  each	  of	  these	  
self-­‐portraits.	  The	  pale	  skin	  and	  red	  lips	  in	  No.	  5	  give	  the	  impression	  that	  the	  woman	  is	  
European.	  In	  fact,	  it	  hardly	  even	  looks	  like	  Sher-­‐Gil	  at	  all.	  	  This	  image	  stands	  as	  a	  drastic	  
contrast	  to	  the	  woman	  with	  dark	  skin	  and	  dark	  features	  in	  No.	  8	  whose	  Punjab	  
headdress	  clearly	  indicates	  South	  Asian	  decent.	  These	  markedly	  different	  appearances	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indicate	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  attempt	  to	  engage	  with	  exercises	  in	  how	  to	  fashion	  the	  Self.	  Amrita	  
tries	  on	  various	  skins	  through	  these	  self-­‐portraits.	  In	  No.	  5,	  she	  presents	  herself	  as	  a	  
European	  woman	  in	  European	  clothing.	  In	  No.	  7,	  she	  dons	  ethnic	  jewelry	  and	  has	  the	  
loose,	  full-­‐bodied	  hair	  of	  South	  Asian	  women,	  though	  she	  still	  has	  light	  skin.	  In	  No.	  9,	  
Amrita	  combines	  her	  two	  ethnic	  backgrounds;	  she	  portrays	  herself	  with	  the	  dark	  
features	  of	  her	  Indian	  heritage	  while	  dressing	  herself	  in	  a	  beret,	  pearl	  necklace,	  and	  fur-­‐
like	  coat.	  The	  rest	  of	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  self-­‐portraits	  are	  similar	  in	  that	  they	  “provide	  a	  
continuum	  of	  roles”	  so	  that	  Sher-­‐Gil	  could	  experiment	  with	  different	  ways	  of	  portraying	  
herself.38	  She	  could	  be	  Indian,	  European,	  or	  both	  depending	  on	  how	  she	  felt	  each	  day.	  
In	  accordance	  with	  her	  experimentation	  with	  self-­‐portrayal	  on	  canvas,	  Amrita	  
also	  played	  her	  public	  self-­‐presentation.	  After	  settling	  in	  India,	  she	  wrote	  to	  her	  mother	  
in	  1935,	  “from	  now	  on	  I	  shall	  only	  wear	  saris	  and	  Indian	  dresses.	  Since	  here	  in	  India	  
only	  Eurics	  (Eurasians)	  wear	  European	  clothes	  and	  as	  I	  do	  not	  fancy	  this	  race	  and	  do	  
not	  want	  to	  identify	  myself	  with	  them,	  I	  will	  not	  wear	  European	  clothes	  any	  more.”39	  
Though	  Amrita	  was	  Eurasian	  in	  the	  literal	  sense	  of	  the	  term,	  she	  purposely	  distanced	  
herself	  from	  this	  demographic	  by	  choosing	  to	  only	  wear	  traditional	  Indian	  clothing,	  thus	  
indicating	  her	  desire	  to	  present	  herself	  as	  a	  native	  rather	  than	  a	  European	  who	  was	  
transplanted	  to	  South	  Asia.	  This	  apparent	  desire	  to	  publically	  embrace	  her	  Indian	  
heritage	  is	  interesting	  given	  that	  Sher-­‐Gil	  never	  learned	  to	  speak	  Hindi	  or	  any	  of	  the	  
Dravidian	  languages.	  In	  fact,	  all	  of	  her	  diary	  entries	  and	  letters	  were	  written	  in	  a	  
combination	  of	  French,	  Hungarian,	  and	  English.	  Despite	  her	  father’s	  position	  as	  a	  
linguistic	  scholar,	  she	  never	  attempted	  to	  use	  him	  as	  a	  resource	  in	  engaging	  with	  her	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
38	  Dalmia,	  58.	  
39	  Sundaram,	  187.	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Indian	  heritage	  and	  culture	  through	  language.40	  The	  fluidity	  she	  exhibits	  in	  choosing	  
what	  parts	  of	  her	  cultural	  background	  to	  publically	  embrace	  is	  equally	  visible	  in	  her	  
self-­‐portraits.	  
	  
	   Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  was	  not	  the	  only	  woman	  to	  experiment	  with	  ethno-­‐cultural	  
identity	  through	  self-­‐portraiture	  during	  this	  time.	  Frida	  Kahlo	  was	  exploring	  similar	  
themes	  of	  selfhood	  in	  her	  self-­‐portraits,	  many	  of	  which	  are	  surprisingly	  similar	  to	  those	  
produced	  by	  Sher-­‐Gil.	  In	  fact,	  Sher-­‐Gil	  is	  widely	  known	  as	  the	  ‘Frida	  Kahlo	  of	  India.’	  
Consider	  Self-­‐Portrait	  With	  Necklace	  (Fig.	  13)	  next	  to	  Self-­‐Portrait	  (9).	  The	  portraits	  are	  
remarkably	  similar,	  though	  Kahlo’s	  painting	  is	  cast	  in	  light	  hues	  while	  deep	  reds	  and	  
browns	  characterize	  Sher-­‐Gil’s.	  Both	  painters	  have	  pushed	  the	  figure	  up	  to	  the	  picture	  
plane	  so	  that	  the	  viewer	  can	  see	  the	  details	  of	  their	  faces,	  which	  include	  full,	  red	  lips	  and	  
large	  brown	  eyes	  that	  gaze	  just	  over	  the	  viewer’s	  right	  shoulder.	  In	  No.	  9,	  Sher-­‐Gil	  
employs	  Kahlo’s	  technique	  of	  scrunching	  and	  darkening	  the	  eyebrows,	  making	  them	  the	  
most	  prominent	  facial	  feature.	  This	  leads	  one	  to	  wonder	  whether	  or	  not	  Sher-­‐Gil	  
encountered	  and	  was	  influenced	  by	  Kahlo’s	  work.	  Kahlo,	  of	  German,	  Spanish,	  and	  
Mexican	  descent,	  often	  played	  with	  her	  ethnic	  identity	  in	  her	  self-­‐portraits.	  This	  
tendency	  was	  intensified	  by	  her	  husband	  and	  fellow	  artist,	  Diego	  Rivera,	  a	  vehement	  
Mexican	  nationalist.	  Ideas	  of	  national	  identity	  and	  belonging	  permeated	  Kahlo’s	  life	  
from	  the	  beginning	  till	  the	  very	  end.	  She	  was	  also,	  like	  Sher-­‐Gil,	  bisexual.	  If	  Sher-­‐Gil	  did	  
in	  fact	  encounter	  Kahlo’s	  work,	  she	  surely	  would	  have	  felt	  a	  connection	  to	  her	  because	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40	  Wojtilla,	  Gyula,	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  and	  Hungary.	  (New	  Delhi:	  Allied	  Publishers	  Private,	  
Ltd.,	  1981),	  8.	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they	  both	  experienced	  a	  certain	  level	  of	  sexual	  complexity	  and	  cultural	  dislocation.	  This	  
could	  explain	  the	  Kahlo-­‐esque	  quality	  of	  Self-­‐Portrait	  (9).	  	  
	  
Another	  important	  factor	  to	  consider	  while	  evaluating	  these	  self-­‐portraits	  is	  
what	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  chose	  to	  present	  herself	  ‘as’	  in	  each	  one.	  In	  No.	  5,	  Sher-­‐Gil	  paints	  
herself	  sitting	  at	  her	  easel,	  clearly	  identifying	  herself	  as	  an	  artist.	  She	  is	  gazing	  out	  of	  the	  
frame,	  either	  at	  herself	  in	  the	  mirror	  or	  at	  a	  model	  we	  cannot	  see.	  Her	  eyes	  demonstrate	  
concentration	  and	  focus	  on	  her	  subject,	  making	  her	  appear	  as	  a	  true	  professional,	  
dedicated	  to	  her	  work.	  The	  hazy	  background	  prevents	  the	  viewer	  from	  seeing	  any	  
distractions;	  all	  you	  can	  take	  away	  from	  this	  painting	  is	  that	  this	  is	  an	  artist	  at	  work.	  
This	  is	  markedly	  different	  from	  how	  Sher-­‐Gil	  chose	  to	  represent	  herself	  in	  Self-­‐Portrait	  
(7).	  Here,	  she	  appears	  vivacious	  and	  jovial	  rather	  than	  focused	  and	  determined.	  Amrita	  
has	  pushed	  herself	  up	  to	  the	  picture	  plane,	  leaning	  forward	  as	  though	  she	  is	  engaging	  
with	  someone	  directly	  outside	  of	  the	  frame.	  Rather	  than	  depicting	  herself	  as	  a	  
professional	  artist,	  Sher-­‐Gil	  presents	  herself	  as	  a	  desirable	  woman	  who	  is	  confident	  and	  
aware	  of	  her	  exotic	  beauty.	  In	  No.	  8,	  she	  departs	  from	  the	  jovial	  nature	  of	  her	  previous	  
portrait	  to	  depict	  herself	  as	  a	  serious,	  stern	  woman.	  Dressed	  conservatively	  and	  sitting	  
upright,	  she	  appears	  far	  more	  mature	  than	  the	  woman	  in	  No.	  7.	  	  Self-­‐Portrait	  (9)	  depicts	  
yet	  another	  persona.	  Dressed	  in	  chic	  Western	  clothing	  and	  pearls,	  Amrita	  is	  clearly	  
identifying	  herself	  as	  a	  dignified	  woman	  of	  the	  aristocracy.	  	  
Zvara	   31	  
	   Multiple	  accounts	  describe	  how	  Amrita	  “often	  vacillated	  between	  being	  outgoing	  
and	  gregarious,	  and	  then	  moody	  and	  disenchanted.”41	  At	  one	  moment	  she	  would	  be	  
exuberant	  and	  vivacious,	  and	  the	  next	  moment	  she	  could	  slip	  into	  a	  depression	  that	  
would	  weigh	  heavily	  on	  everyone	  around	  her.	  These	  personality	  types	  are	  evident	  in	  
her	  self-­‐portraits.	  Self-­‐Portrait	  (7)	  is	  the	  best	  indication	  of	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  animated	  and	  
alluring	  personality.	  In	  this	  painting,	  she	  leans	  toward	  the	  viewer	  with	  a	  hearty,	  red-­‐
lipped	  smile	  as	  though	  she’s	  mid	  laugh.	  Her	  glowing	  skin	  and	  the	  overall	  bright	  
coloration	  of	  the	  portrait	  add	  to	  the	  cheerful	  aura	  of	  the	  image.	  Self-­‐Portrait	  (7)	  makes	  it	  
easy	  to	  understand	  how	  men	  and	  women	  alike	  found	  Amrita	  so	  captivating	  and	  
seductive.	  	  	  	  	  
The	  portrait	  is	  reminiscent	  of	  those	  made	  by	  Pierre-­‐Auguste	  Renoir	  at	  the	  close	  
of	  the	  19th	  century.	  Most	  of	  his	  portraits	  from	  this	  period	  are	  lighthearted	  depictions	  of	  
beautiful	  society	  women	  and	  girls	  who	  possess	  charm	  and	  appeal.	  Sher-­‐Gil	  once	  praised	  
Renoir’s	  “astounding	  faculty	  of	  picking	  out	  of	  characteristic	  essentials	  of	  a	  face,	  a	  body,	  a	  
hand,	  a	  foot,	  and	  compressing	  it	  into	  the	  most	  subtly	  simple	  of	  moulds.”42	  Her	  
appreciation	  of	  his	  technique	  likely	  caused	  her	  to	  incorporate	  his	  style	  into	  her	  own	  
work.	  Portrait	  of	  the	  Actress	  Jeanne	  Samary	  (Fig.	  14),	  painted	  in	  1877,	  is	  particularly	  
similar	  to	  No.	  7.	  In	  this	  painting,	  Renoir	  uses	  light	  colors	  in	  choppy	  brushstrokes	  to	  
depict	  a	  dreamy	  young	  woman	  whose	  absorbed	  eyes	  indicate	  engagement	  with	  the	  
viewer.	  She	  leans	  forward	  toward	  the	  viewer	  with	  her	  left	  hand	  to	  her	  face	  in	  an	  
inviting	  manner	  much	  like	  Sher-­‐Gil	  does	  in	  her	  self-­‐portrait.	  Furthermore,	  the	  chest	  and	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41Gupta,	  Latika.	  “Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil:	  ‘Two	  Girls,’	  1939.”	  Marg,	  A	  Magazine	  of	  the	  Arts	  62,	  no.	  
4	  (June	  2011):	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  119.	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arms	  of	  both	  women	  are	  exposed	  so	  that	  their	  glowing	  skin	  is	  visible.	  Both	  paintings	  
give	  the	  impression	  that	  these	  women	  are	  breezy,	  cheerful,	  and	  charismatic.	  	  
Self-­‐Portrait	  (7)	  also	  appears	  as	  an	  exercise	  in	  how	  to	  fashion	  the	  self	  as	  a	  female.	  
Consider	  No.	  (7)	  next	  to	  Raja	  Ravi	  Varma’s	  late	  nineteenth	  century	  painting,	  Lady	  
Holding	  a	  Fruit	  (Fig.	  15).	  Varma’s	  painting	  depicts	  a	  young	  Indian	  woman	  of	  comparable	  
age	  to	  Sher-­‐Gil	  in	  No.	  7.	  Both	  women	  have	  thick,	  black	  hair,	  red	  lips,	  glowing	  skin,	  and	  
wear	  clothing	  of	  a	  yellow-­‐orange	  color.	  However,	  unlike	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  self-­‐portrait,	  Varma’s	  
painting	  shows	  the	  girl	  as	  coquettish	  yet	  introverted.	  Though	  there	  is	  the	  hint	  of	  a	  smile	  
on	  her	  lips,	  she	  gazes	  past	  the	  viewer.	  It	  is	  as	  though	  she	  knows	  she	  is	  beautiful	  and	  is	  
asking	  to	  be	  approached,	  but	  as	  a	  woman,	  she	  has	  to	  be	  self-­‐contained	  and	  coy.	  
Furthermore,	  the	  emphasis	  on	  the	  fruit	  in	  Varma’s	  painting	  associates	  this	  girl	  with	  
fertility	  and	  her	  potential	  for	  motherhood.	  In	  Self-­‐Portrait	  (7),	  notions	  of	  motherhood	  
and	  traditional	  domestic	  roles	  are	  entirely	  absent.	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  posture,	  exposed	  skin,	  and	  
engagement	  with	  the	  viewer	  indicates	  confidence,	  buoyancy,	  and	  a	  lack	  of	  restraint.	  	  	  
	   Other	  portraits	  reveal	  the	  darker	  side	  of	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  character.	  In	  No.	  9,	  she	  
appears	  somewhat	  bored	  and	  disinterested;	  her	  face	  is	  flat	  and	  her	  eyes	  seem	  glazed.	  In	  
No.	  8,	  she	  appears	  altogether	  displeased.	  Her	  brow	  is	  fixed,	  her	  lips	  pursed,	  and	  her	  
body	  is	  nearly	  square	  to	  the	  viewer	  so	  that	  she	  appears	  almost	  confrontational.	  The	  
deep	  purples	  and	  reds	  used	  to	  craft	  this	  work	  raise	  sentiments	  of	  passion	  and	  rage,	  
though	  her	  stature	  reflects	  controlled	  determination.	  In	  this	  painting,	  the	  charming	  
woman	  of	  Self-­‐Portrait	  (7)	  has	  seamlessly	  morphed	  into	  one	  that	  is	  unapproachable	  and	  
cold.	  The	  whole	  set	  of	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  self-­‐portraits	  reflect	  similar	  variations	  in	  personality	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type.	  She	  goes	  from	  contented,	  to	  jaded,	  to	  focused,	  to	  pensive,	  as	  though	  she	  just	  
couldn’t	  decide	  who	  she	  was	  or	  how	  she	  wanted	  to	  present	  herself	  to	  the	  world.	  	  	  
One	  element	  remains	  constant	  throughout	  all	  19	  self-­‐portraits:	  Sher-­‐Gil	  
consistently	  painted	  herself	  gazing	  past	  the	  viewer	  or	  down	  at	  the	  floor.	  There	  is	  not	  a	  
single	  self-­‐portrait	  where	  her	  eyes	  directly	  meet	  the	  viewer.	  Even	  in	  portraits	  like	  No.	  7	  
or	  No.	  9,	  where	  one	  might	  initially	  think	  she	  is	  gazing	  at	  the	  viewer,	  closer	  examination	  
reveals	  that	  she	  is	  looking	  at	  something	  unknown	  just	  barely	  past	  the	  viewer’s	  shoulder.	  
Her	  gaze	  is	  “always	  self-­‐enclosed,	  lost	  in	  reverie,	  transcending	  the	  fixity	  of	  the	  moment,”	  
so	  that	  she	  appears	  introspective	  and	  contemplative.43	  It’s	  almost	  as	  if	  she	  is	  searching	  
for	  something	  she	  can’t	  seem	  to	  grasp.	  	  
Sher-­‐Gil	  naturally	  would	  have	  been	  looking	  in	  a	  mirror	  while	  painting	  these	  self-­‐
portraits.	  The	  introspection	  of	  her	  self-­‐portraits	  could	  indicate	  that	  when	  she	  looked	  in	  
the	  mirror,	  she	  didn’t	  entirely	  understand	  what	  she	  saw	  in	  the	  reflection.	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  self-­‐
portraits	  “were	  a	  means	  of	  grappling	  with	  her	  own	  identity,	  which	  was	  at	  odds	  with	  her	  
social	  situation.”44	  Given	  that	  Amrita	  existed	  as	  a	  native,	  a	  foreigner,	  a	  newcomer,	  and	  a	  
privileged	  member	  of	  the	  elite	  all	  at	  once,	  it	  is	  easy	  to	  understand	  why	  she	  may	  appear	  
slightly	  dazed	  in	  these	  paintings.	  Though	  she	  was	  well	  liked	  in	  both	  European	  and	  South	  
Asian	  circles,	  she	  didn’t	  entirely	  belong	  to	  either.	  Her	  self-­‐portraits	  indicate	  that	  she	  
was	  aware	  of	  her	  cultural	  isolation.	  	  
	  
Perhaps	  the	  strongest	  indication	  of	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  struggle	  to	  situate	  herself	  as	  
‘Other’	  in	  her	  world	  of	  contrasting	  roles	  and	  identities	  comes	  from	  her	  most	  well-­‐
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  57.	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known	  work,	  Self-­‐Portrait	  As	  Tahitian	  (Fig.	  16).	  Sher-­‐Gil	  painted	  this	  piece	  in	  1934	  just	  
before	  she	  relocated	  from	  Paris	  back	  to	  India.	  If	  we	  are	  to	  view	  this	  painting	  in	  terms	  of	  
her	  hybridized	  identity,	  we	  must	  first	  assess	  the	  influences	  of	  Paula	  Modersohn-­‐Becker	  
and	  Paul	  Gauguin.	  Sher-­‐Gil	  undoubtedly	  encountered	  the	  works	  of	  both	  of	  these	  
painters	  during	  her	  training	  at	  the	  École	  Nationale	  des	  Beaux-­‐Arts.	  	  
Paula	  Modersohn-­‐Becker,	  a	  German	  painter	  who	  was	  one	  of	  the	  earliest	  pioneers	  
of	  Expressionism,	  is	  best	  known	  for	  Self-­‐Portrait,	  Age	  30,	  6th	  Wedding	  Day	  (Fig.	  17).	  
Despite	  the	  title,	  which	  alludes	  to	  her	  5th	  wedding	  anniversary,	  Becker	  painted	  this	  
work	  shortly	  after	  separating	  from	  her	  husband.	  In	  another	  odd	  twist,	  her	  stomach	  
hints	  at	  the	  beginnings	  of	  pregnancy	  though	  Becker	  did	  not	  conceive	  until	  after	  the	  
creation	  of	  this	  painting.	  Chronicles	  of	  Becker’s	  personal	  life	  reveal	  that	  she	  often	  felt	  
pressured	  to	  choose	  between	  her	  family	  and	  her	  career.45	  This	  portrait	  can	  then	  be	  
understood	  as	  an	  exercise	  in	  expressing	  her	  feelings	  of	  entrapment,	  placed	  in	  divergent	  
roles	  as	  a	  wife,	  painter,	  and	  wishful	  mother.	  After	  her	  death	  in	  1907,	  Becker’s	  painting	  
was	  widely	  circulated	  throughout	  France.	  As	  the	  first	  semi-­‐nude	  self-­‐portrait	  ever	  
painted	  by	  a	  woman,	  Sher-­‐Gil	  probably	  would	  have	  encountered	  it	  at	  some	  point	  during	  
the	  years	  she	  spent	  training	  in	  Paris.	  After	  learning	  Becker’s	  life	  and	  story,	  Sher-­‐Gil	  
likely	  would	  have	  identified	  with	  Becker	  and	  her	  desire	  to	  situate	  herself	  between	  her	  
role	  as	  an	  artist,	  a	  woman,	  and	  a	  mother.	  	  
Like	  Becker’s	  painting,	  Self-­‐Portrait	  As	  Tahitian	  depicts	  a	  woman	  with	  the	  
preliminary	  signs	  of	  pregnancy	  through	  her	  slightly	  rounded	  stomach	  and	  full	  breasts.	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  Stamm,	  Rainer,	  “Paula	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  Art.”	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  Art	  Journal	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By	  the	  time	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  created	  Self-­‐Portrait	  As	  Tahitian	  in	  1934,	  she	  had	  already	  
aborted	  two	  pregnancies	  from	  her	  various	  romantic	  flings	  in	  Paris.46	  The	  hints	  of	  
pregnancy	  in	  this	  painting	  are	  potential	  recognitions	  of	  these	  past	  abortions.	  Despite	  
any	  desire	  she	  may	  have	  had	  to	  be	  a	  mother,	  having	  a	  child	  out	  of	  wedlock	  was	  out	  of	  
the	  question	  due	  to	  familial	  and	  societal	  expectations	  of	  the	  time.	  If	  Sher-­‐Gil	  had	  not	  
agreed	  to	  the	  abortions,	  she	  would	  have	  been	  cut	  off	  from	  her	  aristocratic	  family	  and	  
isolated	  from	  the	  favored	  artistic	  community	  to	  which	  she	  belonged.	  	  
She	  reflected	  sadly	  after	  an	  abortion,	  “I	  am	  like	  an	  apple,	  all	  red	  from	  outside,	  
rotten	  inside.”47	  The	  emptiness	  and	  sadness	  she	  experienced	  after	  going	  through	  her	  
abortions	  is	  recognizable	  in	  Self-­‐Portrait	  As	  Tahitian	  through	  the	  figure’s	  downcast	  face,	  
which	  appears	  hardened	  and	  resigned	  through	  pursed	  lips	  and	  a	  strained	  brow.	  Like	  
Becker,	  Sher-­‐Gil	  was	  caught	  in	  a	  society	  that	  had	  specific	  expectations	  for	  her	  as	  a	  
woman,	  a	  wife,	  and	  a	  mother.	  Both	  women,	  however,	  struggled	  with	  their	  desire	  to	  
fulfill	  these	  roles	  while	  also	  pursuing	  their	  dreams	  of	  being	  professional	  artists.	  This	  
self-­‐portrait	  reflects	  the	  difficulty	  she	  faced	  in	  locating	  herself	  in	  a	  society	  where	  
familial	  and	  professional	  aspirations	  stood	  in	  opposition	  with	  one	  another.	  	  
When	  evaluating	  the	  implications	  her	  prior	  abortions	  have	  on	  the	  analysis	  of	  
Self-­‐Portrait	  As	  Tahitian,	  it	  is	  also	  pertinent	  to	  note	  the	  faint,	  but	  discernible	  male	  
shadow	  looming	  behind	  Sher-­‐Gil.	  Taking	  up	  almost	  the	  whole	  frame	  of	  the	  painting,	  the	  
shadow	  seems	  to	  hover	  over	  Sher-­‐Gil	  in	  an	  almost	  foreboding	  manner.	  Sher-­‐Gil	  may	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  Doctor,	  Geeta,	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil:	  A	  Painted	  Life.	  (New	  Delhi,	  India:	  Rupa	  Publishers,	  
2002),	  217.	  
47	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  as	  quoted	  in	  Mitter,	  59.	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have	  included	  the	  shadow	  for	  many	  reasons.	  Perhaps	  it	  is	  a	  shadow	  of	  Gauguin,	  as	  
though	  Sher-­‐Gil	  is	  paying	  tribute	  to	  the	  artist	  who	  so	  heavily	  influenced	  this	  work.	  
Perhaps,	  rather,	  the	  shadow	  suggests	  the	  pervasive	  sadness	  Sher-­‐Gil	  experienced	  after	  
terminating	  her	  pregnancies,	  as	  though	  the	  memories	  of	  prior	  lovers	  and	  liaisons	  
continue	  to	  haunt	  her.	  Yet	  another	  possibility	  is	  that	  she	  was	  indicating	  her	  frustration	  
with	  gender	  norms	  placed	  on	  society	  women.	  Throughout	  her	  time	  in	  Paris,	  Sher-­‐Gil	  
was	  aware	  of	  the	  stereotypes	  she	  faced	  as	  a	  woman	  in	  a	  male-­‐dominated	  profession.	  
The	  shadow	  of	  a	  large	  male	  figure	  in	  the	  background	  of	  this	  self-­‐portrait	  may	  point	  to	  
Sher-­‐Gil’s	  awareness	  that	  her	  artistic	  endeavors	  in	  France	  could	  never	  be	  sexless;	  she	  
could	  not	  simply	  be	  an	  artist	  –	  she	  would	  always	  be	  a	  female	  artist.	  This	  painting	  may	  be	  
an	  exercise	  in	  grappling	  with	  her	  identities	  as	  a	  woman,	  artist,	  and	  mother,	  searching	  
for	  her	  place	  in	  a	  male-­‐dominated	  world.	  	  
	  
	   Self-­‐Portrait	  As	  Tahitian	  must	  also	  be	  understood	  in	  relation	  to	  Paul	  Gauguin’s	  
paintings	  of	  the	  island	  women	  in	  the	  1890s.	  While	  training	  under	  Lucien	  Símon	  in	  Paris,	  
Sher-­‐Gil	  spent	  countless	  hours	  studying	  the	  techniques	  and	  styles	  of	  noted	  Post-­‐
Impressionist	  painters,	  including	  those	  of	  Gauguin.	  In	  fact,	  she	  once	  described	  how	  
Gauguin’s	  paintings	  were	  so	  beautiful	  she	  “felt	  like	  kneeling	  before	  them.”48	  Because	  of	  
her	  passion	  for	  his	  style	  and	  work,	  Amrita	  began	  to	  incorporate	  Gauguin-­‐esque	  themes	  
into	  her	  own	  paintings.	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Gauguin	  was	  well	  known	  for	  his	  flight	  from	  bourgeois	  life,	  respectability,	  his	  wife	  
and	  children,	  and	  popular	  society.	  His	  originality	  and	  self-­‐creation	  stemmed	  from	  his	  
“voyage	  ever	  outward,	  to	  the	  periphery	  and	  margins	  [where]	  one	  leaves	  home	  in	  order	  
to	  discover	  one’s	  real	  self.”49	  Because	  Self-­‐Portrait	  As	  Tahitian	  was	  created	  in	  the	  
months	  leading	  up	  to	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  transition	  from	  the	  popularized	  West	  in	  Paris	  to	  the	  
removed	  and	  exotic	  province	  of	  Uttar	  Pradesh	  in	  India,	  Sher-­‐Gil	  likely	  identified	  with	  
Gauguin’s	  desire	  to	  escape	  Parisian	  life	  in	  search	  of	  a	  more	  revitalizing	  and	  fulfilling	  
lifestyle.	  	  
	   Consider	  Self-­‐Portrait	  As	  Tahitian	  next	  to	  Gauguin’s	  1893	  painting,	  Tahitian	  
Woman	  With	  Fruit	  (Fig.	  18).	  The	  compositional	  similarities	  are	  obvious,	  including	  the	  
nude	  upper	  body,	  three-­‐fourths	  profile	  facing	  the	  left	  of	  the	  scene,	  central	  placement,	  
and	  the	  woman’s	  detached	  gaze	  out	  of	  the	  frame.	  Thematic	  parallels	  are	  present	  as	  well.	  
Gauguin	  was	  known	  for	  symbolizing	  the	  fertility	  of	  Tahitian	  women	  through	  his	  
repeated	  use	  of	  flowers	  and	  fruit,	  both	  of	  which	  are	  prominently	  featured	  in	  Tahitian	  
Woman	  With	  Fruit.	  Because	  Self-­‐Portrait	  as	  a	  Tahitian	  may	  be	  a	  visual	  representation	  of	  
Sher-­‐Gil’s	  own	  pregnancies,	  it	  is	  impossible	  to	  ignore	  this	  glaring	  thematic	  similarity.	  
The	  thematic	  connection	  to	  fertility	  and	  motherhood	  suggest	  that	  Sher-­‐Gil	  used	  Self-­‐
Portrait	  as	  a	  Tahitian	  to	  position	  herself	  in	  the	  space	  between	  mother,	  woman,	  and	  
artist.	  
Further,	  like	  Gauguin,	  she	  was	  striving	  to	  paint	  scenes	  of	  Otherness.	  However,	  
rather	  than	  showing	  “the	  desirability	  and	  compliance	  of	  savage	  women”	  as	  Gauguin	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
49	  Solomon-­‐Godeau,	  Abigail,	  “Going	  Native:	  Paul	  Gauguin	  and	  the	  Invention	  of	  
Primitivist	  Modernism.”	  Art	  in	  America	  77,	  no.	  7	  (July	  1989):	  315.	  	  
Zvara	   38	  
does,	  Sher-­‐Gil	  chooses	  highlight	  her	  unique	  nature	  by	  dramatizing	  her	  own	  body.50	  In	  
the	  words	  of	  critic	  Saloni	  Mathur,	  this	  self-­‐portrait	  “both	  physically	  embodies	  the	  
predicament	  of	  belonging	  to	  the	  West	  and	  painstakingly	  mimes	  its	  artistic	  training,	  
formal	  vocabularies	  and	  painterly	  paradigms	  to	  facilitate	  her	  legendary	  return	  to	  
India.”51	  This	  painting	  reveals	  how	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  training	  in	  Paris	  separated	  her	  from	  being	  
a	  truly	  ‘Indian’	  artist.	  Sher	  Gil	  describes	  her	  return	  to	  India	  in	  the	  following	  manner:	  “I	  
will	  use	  a	  new	  technique,	  my	  own	  technique…and	  this	  technique,	  though	  not	  technically	  
Indian	  in	  the	  traditional	  sense	  of	  the	  word,	  will	  be	  Indian	  in	  spirit.”52	  Sher-­‐Gil	  accepted	  
that	  no	  matter	  how	  long	  she	  spent	  studying	  Indian	  art	  and	  culture,	  her	  racial	  
background,	  socioeconomic	  status,	  and	  formal	  training	  would	  never	  allow	  her	  to	  be	  
fully	  aligned	  with	  either	  side	  of	  her	  ethnic	  makeup,	  whether	  through	  the	  culture,	  
population,	  or	  artistic	  program.	  	  
	  
	   Finally,	  we	  must	  assess	  Self-­‐Portrait	  As	  Tahitian	  in	  relation	  to	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  
other	  self-­‐portraits.	  	  This	  painting	  is	  extremely	  significant	  in	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  entire	  body	  of	  
work,	  but	  it	  is	  also	  critical	  in	  the	  examination	  of	  her	  self-­‐portraits	  specifically.	  To	  begin,	  
Self-­‐Portrait	  As	  Tahitian	  was	  the	  last	  self-­‐portrait	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  ever	  painted.	  After	  
completing	  this	  painting	  in	  1934,	  she	  abandoned	  self-­‐portraiture	  entirely	  in	  favor	  of	  
painting	  village	  and	  landscape	  scenes	  across	  India.	  This	  shift	  in	  subject	  matter	  may	  have	  
occurred	  because,	  after	  moving,	  Amrita	  realized	  that	  the	  India	  she	  had	  imagined	  and	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anticipated	  was	  far	  different	  from	  reality.	  She	  wrote	  in	  a	  newspaper	  editorial	  in	  1936	  
that	  the	  India	  she	  experienced	  “was	  desolate,	  yet	  strangely	  beautiful…[and]	  was	  
different	  from	  the	  India,	  voluptuous	  and	  colorful,	  sunny	  and	  superficial,	  the	  India	  so	  
false	  of	  the	  tempting	  Travel	  Posters”	  she	  had	  seen	  throughout	  Europe.53	  
Given	  that	  Self-­‐Portrait	  As	  Tahitian	  was	  the	  last	  time	  that	  Sher-­‐Gil	  turned	  the	  
artist’s	  gaze	  upon	  herself,	  it	  is	  extremely	  meaningful	  that	  she	  chose	  to	  fashion	  herself	  as	  
another	  race	  entirely.	  In	  this	  painting,	  she	  abandons	  her	  practice	  of	  navigating	  her	  
appearance	  between	  Hungarian	  and	  Indian.	  Rather,	  she	  opts	  to	  present	  herself	  as	  a	  
woman	  from	  an	  island	  she	  had	  no	  prior	  connection	  to.	  Some	  critics	  maintain	  that	  Sher-­‐
Gil	  was	  “seeking	  to	  perform	  a	  cultural	  catharsis	  through	  her	  own	  image.”54	  After	  18	  
prior	  attempts	  to	  navigate	  her	  identity	  through	  self-­‐portraiture,	  it	  is	  quite	  possible	  that	  
Sher-­‐Gil’s	  adoption	  of	  a	  Tahitian	  heritage	  in	  this	  painting	  indicates	  her	  desire	  to	  liberate	  
herself	  from	  ethno-­‐cultural	  restraints.	  Through	  Self-­‐Portrait	  As	  Tahitian,	  Sher-­‐Gil	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In	  1940,	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  completed	  what	  was	  to	  be	  one	  of	  her	  last	  paintings,	  
Woman	  on	  Charpai	  (Fig.	  19).	  Amrita	  described	  how	  from	  1940-­‐1941,	  she	  experienced	  
“a	  sort	  of	  paralysis	  of	  the	  spirit	  and	  [she]	  couldn’t,	  didn’t	  have	  the	  desire	  to	  work.	  [She]	  
almost	  dreaded	  it…so	  for	  over	  half	  a	  year	  [she]	  didn’t	  so	  much	  as	  look	  at	  [her]	  
brushes.”55	  That	  Amrita	  had	  the	  desire	  to	  complete	  this	  painting	  in	  the	  middle	  of	  her	  
depressed	  hiatus	  indicates	  that	  it	  must	  have	  been	  inspired	  by	  something	  extremely	  
resonant.	  Woman	  on	  Charpai	  appears	  to	  represent	  a	  culmination	  of	  the	  various	  ethno-­‐
cultural,	  sexual,	  and	  gender	  experiences	  Sher-­‐Gil	  encountered	  throughout	  her	  life.	  	  
In	  this	  painting,	  a	  seemingly	  elderly	  woman	  watches	  over	  a	  younger	  woman	  who	  
is	  reclining	  on	  a	  charpai,	  a	  specific	  type	  of	  daybed	  used	  in	  less	  affluent	  households	  in	  
India.	  The	  older	  woman	  holds	  what	  appears	  to	  be	  a	  fan	  in	  her	  hand	  to	  cool	  the	  woman	  
on	  the	  bed.	  The	  pair	  is	  located	  in	  a	  dank,	  sparsely	  decorated	  room,	  outfitted	  only	  with	  a	  
small	  table	  and	  jug	  in	  the	  back	  corner	  and	  the	  charpai	  on	  which	  the	  woman	  rests.	  Along	  
with	  the	  room’s	  earthy	  interior,	  clay	  water	  jug,	  and	  fan,	  the	  deep	  reds	  and	  browns	  used	  
to	  craft	  the	  painting	  evoke	  a	  notion	  of	  coolness	  on	  a	  hot	  summer	  afternoon.	  
Woman	  on	  Charpai	  reflects	  a	  connection	  to	  the	  formal	  training	  Amrita	  
experienced	  in	  Paris.	  Consider	  Woman	  on	  Charpai	  next	  to	  Paul	  Gauguin’s	  Spirit	  of	  the	  
Dead	  Watching	  (Fig.	  20)	  and	  Édouard	  Manet’s	  Olympia	  (Fig.	  21).	  All	  three	  paintings	  
feature	  a	  woman	  reclining	  on	  a	  bedlike	  surface	  while	  a	  darker-­‐skinned	  attendant	  
watches	  over	  her.	  Each	  woman	  appears	  relaxed	  and	  at	  ease,	  comfortable	  in	  her	  skin	  and	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surroundings.	  Amrita	  was	  undoubtedly	  familiar	  with	  Gauguin’s	  and	  Manet’s	  works.	  
Woman	  on	  Charpai	  indicates	  an	  engagement	  with	  these	  Parisian	  influences	  as	  she	  
fashions	  the	  scene	  in	  an	  Indian	  setting.	  	  	  	  
This	  setting	  implies	  underlying	  classist	  connotations	  as	  well.	  Charpais	  are	  only	  
used	  in	  poor	  households	  in	  India.	  As	  a	  member	  of	  the	  Punjab	  elite,	  Amrita	  had	  to	  
imagine	  the	  space	  of	  a	  less	  affluent	  woman	  in	  order	  to	  paint	  Woman	  on	  Charpai.	  Upon	  
returning	  to	  India	  in	  1934,	  Sher-­‐Gil	  wrote	  in	  her	  diary	  that	  she	  wanted	  to	  “paint	  the	  life	  
of	  Indians,	  particularly	  the	  poor”	  and	  depict	  “those	  silent	  images	  of	  infinite	  submission	  
and	  patience…strangely	  beautiful	  in	  their	  ugliness.”56	  Amrita’s	  words	  lack	  empathy	  for	  
these	  poorer	  individuals	  and	  give	  the	  impression	  that	  she	  was	  solely	  using	  them	  as	  the	  
subjects	  of	  her	  artwork.	  Rather	  than	  attempting	  to	  engage	  with	  them	  on	  a	  personal	  
level,	  she	  painted	  the	  harsh	  realities	  of	  the	  commoners’	  lives	  to	  reflect	  her	  own	  
difference.	  In	  the	  words	  of	  critic	  Geeta	  Kapur,	  “Sher-­‐Gil	  saw	  her	  paintings	  as	  a	  bridge	  for	  
her	  projected	  Indian	  experience	  where	  she	  grandiloquently	  chose	  to	  represent	  the	  rural	  
folk.”57	  The	  charpai	  in	  this	  painting	  is	  a	  clear	  indication	  that	  these	  individuals	  were	  of	  
lesser	  means	  than	  the	  Sher-­‐Gil	  family.	  By	  choosing	  poorer	  women	  with	  whom	  she	  has	  
little	  to	  nothing	  common	  with	  as	  the	  subjects	  of	  Woman	  on	  Charpai,	  Amrita	  
distinguishes	  herself	  and	  emphasizes	  her	  Otherness.	  	  
Sher-­‐Gil’s	  painting	  also	  resonates	  with	  her	  own	  previous	  work	  with	  lesbianism	  
and	  modes	  of	  depicting	  the	  female	  body.	  The	  diagonal	  orientation	  of	  the	  body	  in	  Woman	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
56	  Sher-­‐Gil,	  Amrita,	  “The	  Story	  of	  My	  Life,”	  Usha:	  Journal	  of	  Art	  and	  Literature,	  Organ	  of	  
the	  Punjabi	  Literary	  League	  III.	  no.	  2	  (August	  1942):	  93.	  	  
57	  Kapur,	  Geeta,	  “Body	  as	  Gesture:	  Women	  Artists	  at	  Work,”	  in	  When	  Was	  Modernism:	  
Essays	  on	  Contemporary	  Cultural	  Practice	  in	  India.	  (New	  Delhi:	  Tulika	  Books,	  2000),	  170.	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on	  Charpai	  is	  reminiscent	  of	  the	  woman	  in	  Sleep,	  the	  1933	  painting	  of	  the	  nude	  woman	  
with	  the	  oriental	  fabric	  discussed	  in	  Chapter	  2.	  The	  diagonal	  axis	  on	  which	  Sher-­‐Gil	  
places	  the	  women	  provides	  the	  viewer	  with	  full	  access	  to	  their	  bodies.	  That	  both	  
women	  are	  asleep	  and	  disengaged	  from	  the	  viewer	  heightens	  this	  notion	  of	  access	  and	  
tangibility.	  Sher-­‐Gil	  once	  described	  Woman	  on	  Charpai	  by	  saying,	  “the	  atmosphere	  
resonates	  with	  the	  erotic	  posture	  of	  the	  woman…In	  fact,	  the	  ‘incandescent	  red’	  in	  the	  
parting	  of	  her	  hair	  –	  the	  cultural	  symbol	  of	  marriage	  –	  [matches]	  the	  posts	  of	  the	  bed.”58	  
The	  red	  evokes	  sentiments	  of	  passion	  and	  desire,	  two	  qualities	  that	  Amrita’s	  marriage	  
lacked.	  Notably,	  Sher-­‐Gil	  chose	  to	  use	  the	  same	  vibrant	  red	  of	  the	  woman’s	  clothing	  and	  
bedposts	  in	  the	  parting	  of	  the	  woman’s	  hair.	  Amrita	  was	  providing	  clear	  evidence	  to	  the	  
viewer	  that	  this	  was	  a	  married	  woman.	  Married	  and	  full	  of	  desire	  –	  two	  characteristics	  
that	  can	  be	  used	  to	  describe	  both	  the	  woman	  in	  the	  painting	  and	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  
herself.	  	  Perhaps	  Woman	  on	  Charpai	  alludes	  to	  Amrita’s	  own	  sexuality	  that	  was	  
suppressed	  after	  she	  married.	  
Further,	  the	  color	  palette	  employed	  by	  Sher-­‐Gil	  also	  indicates	  an	  engagement	  
with	  the	  then-­‐contemporary	  Indian	  Independence	  Movement.	  The	  saffron	  color	  that	  
dominates	  Woman	  on	  Charpai	  is	  essential	  to	  Indian	  nationalist	  imagery,	  so	  much	  so	  that	  
it	  was	  eventually	  included	  in	  the	  Indian	  national	  flag.	  The	  saffron	  or	  bhagwa	  color	  is	  
associated	  with	  asceticism	  in	  Indic	  contexts	  as	  it	  signifies	  “renunciation	  or	  
disinterestedness	  in	  material	  gains,”	  two	  qualities	  that	  nationalists	  wanted	  their	  new	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
58	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  as	  quoted	  in	  Kaur	  Singh,	  Nikky-­‐Gunider,	  Sikhism:	  An	  Introduction	  
(London,	  England:	  I.B.	  Tauris,	  April	  2011),	  185.	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leaders	  to	  embody.59	  The	  saffron	  coloration	  is	  used	  markedly	  in	  Abanindranath	  
Tagore’s	  1905	  painting	  Bharat	  Mata	  (Fig.	  22),	  and	  Nandalal	  Bose’s	  1907	  painting,	  Sati	  
(Fig.	  23).	  Both	  images	  are	  highly	  politically	  charged	  and	  were	  widely	  circulated	  
throughout	  the	  subcontinent	  during	  the	  first	  half	  of	  the	  twentieth	  century.	  In	  Bharat	  
Mata,	  or	  ‘Mother	  India,’	  the	  nation	  is	  personified	  as	  a	  four-­‐armed	  Hindu	  goddess,	  each	  
hand	  holding	  an	  item	  with	  nationalistic	  symbolism.60	  Tagore’s	  work	  places	  heavy	  
“emphasis	  on	  the	  divine	  transcendence”	  of	  the	  mother	  of	  the	  nation,	  “wrapping	  it	  up	  in	  
the	  same	  spiritual	  aesthetics	  that	  dominated	  the	  entire	  concept	  of	  Indian	  art.”61	  Bose’s	  
painting,	  Sati,	  indicates	  a	  revived	  interest	  in	  traditional	  Indian	  culture	  and	  indigenous	  
practices.62	  During	  the	  early	  twentieth	  century,	  Nandalal	  Bose	  and	  his	  contemporaries	  
participated	  in	  a	  “decisive	  effort…to	  regain	  their	  indigenous	  moorings	  and	  reestablish	  
their	  cultural	  identity,”	  free	  from	  colonial	  influences	  and	  legacies.63	  Both	  Tagore’s	  and	  
Bose’s	  saffron	  draped	  women	  were	  intended	  to	  inspire	  sentiments	  of	  sacrifice	  for	  the	  
nation	  in	  their	  viewers.	  By	  the	  time	  Sher-­‐Gil	  painted	  Woman	  on	  Charpai	  in	  1940,	  the	  
color	  saffron	  was	  deeply	  politically	  and	  culturally	  charged.	  That	  Amrita	  chose	  to	  bathe	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
59	  “Flag	  Code	  of	  India	  2002.”	  (New	  Delhi,	  India:	  Ministry	  of	  Home	  Affairs,	  Government	  of	  
India,	  2002):	  3.	  	  
60	  Note:	  The	  Bharat	  Mata	  holds	  the	  Vedas,	  the	  oldest	  scriptures	  of	  Hinduism,	  as	  well	  as	  a	  
mala,	  a	  set	  of	  prayer	  beads	  used	  to	  keep	  track	  of	  recitations	  during	  prayer.	  In	  a	  third	  
hand,	  she	  holds	  a	  white	  cloth	  to	  reference	  the	  British	  colonialists’	  practice	  of	  taking	  raw	  
materials	  from	  India,	  spinning	  them	  into	  cloth	  in	  Manchester,	  and	  reselling	  them	  in	  
India	  at	  a	  higher	  price.	  Finally,	  she	  holds	  sheaves	  of	  rice,	  alluding	  to	  famines	  and	  hunger	  
caused	  by	  high	  taxation.	  	  
61	  Guha-­‐Thakurta,	  Tapati,	  The	  Making	  of	  a	  New	  ‘Indian’	  Art	  (Cambridge,	  United	  
Kingdom:	  Cambridge	  University	  Press,	  1992),	  195-­‐196.	  
62	  Note:	  The	  woman	  is	  about	  to	  commit	  sati,	  a	  funerary	  ritual	  in	  some	  Hindu	  
communities	  when	  a	  widow	  throws	  herself	  on	  top	  of	  her	  husband’s	  funerary	  pyre	  as	  a	  
final	  act	  of	  devotion.	  Though	  the	  act	  was	  outlawed	  in	  the	  nineteenth	  century,	  its	  
inclusion	  in	  Bose’s	  painting	  is	  indicative	  of	  a	  desired	  return	  to	  traditional	  cultural	  
values.	  
63	  Subramanyan,	  K.	  G,	  19.	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her	  painting	  in	  the	  earthy	  red-­‐orange	  tone	  would	  suggest	  that	  she	  was	  aware	  of	  the	  
potency	  associated	  with	  it.64	  	  
Finally,	  I	  want	  to	  argue	  that	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  used	  Woman	  on	  Charpai	  as	  an	  
exercise	  in	  how	  to	  fashion	  a	  woman.	  Lady	  Holding	  A	  Fruit,	  Bharat	  Mata,	  and	  Sati	  were	  
painted	  by	  three	  of	  India’s	  most	  successful	  male	  painters.	  In	  Lady	  Holding	  A	  Fruit,	  Raja	  
Ravi	  Varma	  depicts	  a	  beautiful	  young	  girl	  with	  thick	  hair,	  soft	  skin,	  and	  elaborate	  
jewelry.	  Her	  tilted	  head	  and	  soft	  smile	  are	  inviting,	  yet	  the	  way	  she	  pulls	  her	  sari	  close	  
and	  glances	  over	  her	  shoulder	  makes	  her	  appear	  introverted	  and	  coquettish.	  Tagore’s	  
painting,	  Bharat	  Mata,	  likens	  a	  woman	  to	  a	  spiritual	  mother-­‐goddess,	  simultaneously	  
acting	  as	  a	  protector	  and	  advocate	  of	  the	  nation.	  Sati	  shows	  a	  woman	  acting	  as	  a	  loyal	  
and	  devoted	  wife.	  In	  Woman	  on	  Charpai,	  however,	  the	  woman	  is	  shown	  in	  a	  moment	  of	  
relaxation,	  being	  fanned	  and	  attended	  to	  by	  another	  individual.	  This	  is	  notably	  different	  
from	  the	  domestic,	  spiritual,	  virtuous,	  and	  active	  roles	  of	  women	  in	  Varma’s,	  Tagore’s	  
and	  Bose’s	  works.	  Whereas	  the	  male	  painters	  illustrate	  women	  in	  idealized	  roles,	  
Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  painting	  is	  grounded	  in	  reality,	  thus	  illustrating	  the	  difference	  in	  how	  
female	  versus	  male	  artists	  fashion	  and	  perceive	  the	  women,	  both	  in	  presentation	  and	  in	  
their	  socially	  ascribed	  gender	  role.	  	  
Being	  one	  of	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  last	  paintings,	  Woman	  on	  Charpai	  is	  an	  open-­‐
ended	  conclusion	  to	  her	  body	  of	  work.	  Her	  exercises	  with	  identity	  are	  deeply	  engrained	  
in	  the	  subject	  matter	  and	  composition.	  The	  painting	  reflects	  not	  only	  her	  personal	  
experiences	  with	  lesbianism	  and	  exercises	  in	  fashioning	  the	  female	  body,	  but	  it	  also	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
64	  Note:	  Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil’s	  father,	  Umrao	  Singh,	  was	  a	  vehement	  nationalist	  and	  worked	  
for	  the	  Indian	  Independence	  Committee	  starting	  in	  1914.	  His	  involvement	  with	  the	  
Independence	  Movement	  likely	  influenced	  to	  include	  nationalist	  references	  in	  Woman	  
on	  Charpai.	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simultaneously	  exhibits	  a	  dialogue	  with	  her	  Parisian	  training	  and	  the	  Indian	  
Independence	  Movement.	  By	  merging	  all	  of	  these	  influences	  into	  one	  piece,	  Woman	  on	  





















Zvara	   46	  
IMAGES	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
	  
Figure	  1.	  	  
	  
Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  
Woman	  On	  A	  Bed	  With	  A	  Christian	  Cross	  
1924	  
Watercolor	  on	  Paper	  
Collection	  of	  Vivan	  and	  Navina	  Sundaram	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Figure	  2.	  	  
	  
Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  
Sketch	  Of	  Woman	  With	  A	  Christian	  Cross	  
1924-­‐1925	  
Watercolor	  on	  Paper	  
Collection	  of	  Navina	  and	  Vivan	  Sundaram	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Figure	  3.	  	  
	  
Artist	  Unknown	  
Krishna	  Bathing	  With	  The	  Cowherdesses,	  Leaf	  From	  A	  Bhagavata	  Purana	  
1770	  
Opaque	  Watercolor	  on	  Paper	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Figure	  4.	  	  
	  
Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  
Adam	  and	  Eve	  
1932	  
Oil	  on	  Canvas	  
National	  Gallery	  of	  Modern	  Art,	  New	  Delhi	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Figure	  5.	  	  
	  
Suzanne	  Valadon	  
Adam	  and	  Eve	  
1909	  
Oil	  on	  Canvas	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Oil	  on	  Canvas	  
Collection	  of	  Navina	  and	  Vivan	  Sundaram	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Oil	  on	  Canvas	  
National	  Gallery	  of	  Modern	  Art,	  New	  Delhi	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Oil	  on	  Canvas	  
National	  Gallery	  of	  Modern	  Art,	  New	  Delhi	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Oil	  on	  Canvas	  
National	  Gallery	  of	  Modern	  Art,	  New	  Delhi	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Figure	  9.	  	  
	  
Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  
	  Self-­‐Portrait	  (5)	  
	  1932	  
Oil	  on	  Canvas	  
National	  Gallery	  of	  Modern	  Art,	  New	  Delhi	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Figure	  10.	  	  
	  
Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  
Self	  Portrait	  (7)	  
1930	  
Oil	  on	  Canvas	  
National	  Gallery	  of	  Modern	  Art,	  New	  Delhi	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Figure	  11.	  	  
	  
Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  
	  Self-­‐Portrait	  (8)	  
1930	  
Oil	  on	  Canvas	  
National	  Gallery	  of	  Modern	  Art,	  New	  Delhi	  















Zvara	   58	  





Oil	  on	  Canvas	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Figure	  13.	  	  
	  
Frida	  Kahlo	  
Self-­‐Portrait	  With	  Necklace	  
1933	  
Oil	  on	  Metal	  
The	  Jacques	  and	  Natasha	  Gelman	  Collection	  of	  Modern	  and	  Contemporary	  
Mexican	  Art:	  Courtesy	  The	  Vergel	  Foundation	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Figure	  14.	  	  
	  
Pierre-­‐Auguste	  Renoir	  
Portrait	  of	  the	  Actress	  Jeanne	  Samary	  
1877	  
Oil	  on	  Canvas	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Figure	  15.	  	  
	  
Raja	  Ravi	  Varma	  
Lady	  Holding	  A	  Fruit	  	  
Late	  19th	  Century	  
Oil	  On	  Canvas	  
National	  Gallery	  of	  Modern	  Art,	  New	  Delhi	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Figure	  16.	  	  
	  
Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  
	  Self-­‐Portrait	  As	  Tahitian	  
1934	  
Oil	  on	  Canvas	  
Collection	  of	  Navina	  and	  Vivan	  Sundaram	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Figure	  17.	  	  
	  
Paula	  Modersohn-­‐Becker	  
Self-­‐Portrait,	  Age	  30,	  6th	  Wedding	  Day	  
1906	  
Oil	  on	  Composite	  Board	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Figure	  18.	  	  
	  
Paul	  Gauguin	  
Tahitian	  Woman	  With	  Fruit	  
1893	  
Oil	  on	  Canvas	  
The	  State	  Hermitage	  Museum	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Figure	  19.	  	  
	  
Amrita	  Sher-­‐Gil	  
Woman	  on	  Charpai	  
1940	  
Oil	  on	  Canvas	  
National	  Gallery	  of	  Modern	  Art,	  New	  Delhi	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Figure	  20.	  	  
	  
Paul	  Gauguin	  
Spirit	  of	  the	  Dead	  Watching	  
1892	  
Oil	  on	  Canvas	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Watercolor	  on	  Paper	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Gold,	  Wash,	  and	  Tempera	  on	  Paper	  	  
National	  Gallery	  of	  Modern	  Art,	  New	  Delhi	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